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      The stars don't think Kell needs answers. He disagrees.

      

      Having accepted his role as the Chosen, Kell plans to sail to Port Hull and seek answers no one seems willing to give him. Of course, the stars immediately sabotage him. They feel he's ready to confront the allegedly evil Lich King and toss Kell and company directly into the Lich King’s territory with no way back. Instead of rushing heroically into battle, Kell retaliates by taking multiple detours on the way to his alleged adversary's palace.

       

      The roundabout route doesn't end up being an easy one. With a demon tower, child ghosts, confrontations with the goddess and Ansel's family, and serious talks about his relationship with Ansel, Kell has more than enough on his plate. But he can't put off the destined battle with the Lich King forever, even though the odds of failure are high. Kell will need to draw on every ounce of non-traditional Chosen-ness or this might be the end of his time in Allune.
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      In the beginning was death, and it was kind. The god of dusk ruled over it and all it touched. The night and shadows were his to command. Hunters worked under his watchful eyes, children slept safe at night knowing he was there to protect them, and all who accepted him were content.

      He ruled a land of bones deep underground, in a palace no one had ever seen. There, he collected the bones of all who had passed and kept them safe from harm and those who would use them to do ill. He was inevitable, but he was merciful.

      But those who work in the dark have always been misunderstood. The goddess of dawn grew jealous of the steady work he did, the steady respect he commanded. Wishing to be the only deity to rule the hearts of the people, she incited a war between them.

      A war neither of them could win.

      For it is not the path of a god to fight. The goddess knew this too and sent heroes called from ancient magic to do her fighting for her.

      The god of death and bones saw these heroes for what they truly were. A weakness in the balance. The place where the magic leaked out of the stars and wasted itself on false heroes from other worlds. He saw how the magic bled itself dry trying to keep them here. He saw how his land suffered. He would not abide these intruders or the danger they brought to Allune.

      These were the chosen, and this is their story.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          I NEVER CLAIMED IT WAS A GOOD BUCKET LIST

        

      

    

    
      Hey, mom.

      

      It's been a while. Or maybe it hasn't. Not sure how the whole other world thing works, actually. Is it like Narnia? Has no time passed on the other side of the wardrobe? I wonder. That would make sense, I guess. If I'm supposed to go back home when I fail.

      

      If I fail.

      

      It would be a bit awkward to show up a month later. Bet dad would have already converted my room into that sports cave he's always going on about. He'd like that. I think you'd both like it if I never came back.

      

      I think I'd like it too.

      

      I guess I wanted to tell you goodbye. I wish I could tell you more, but I think you'd understand anyway. If I never came back. I think you, of everyone, would understand why.

      

      So please, don't worry about me. I'll be fine. And I hope, someday, so will you. Take care of—

      

      The boat pitched to the side, sending Kell's stick of graphite skittering across the rough sheet of paper he was writing on. Ansel fell into him, losing his balance from where he'd been sitting cross-legged next to Kell. Kell reached out to steady Ansel automatically, one hand sliding around his back like it belonged there, the other grabbing his arm to keep him upright. He was rewarded with one of Ansel's sweet, happy smiles, his freckled face dimpling down at Kell.

      It was still so new and weird, being this close to Ansel and having it be. There was still an afterthought of worry in every interaction—was this right, was he enough, was this enough?—but then Ansel would look at him, all soft golden eyes and fluttering pale lashes, and everything would be good.

      Like, it was still weird, but it was the good kind of weird.

      It was totally worth watching the letter he'd been writing blow off his lap and out over the moonlit river. Maybe he shouldn't have let go of it. Oops.

      Then again, it wasn't like he could actually mail it.

      "Ah, forgive me," Ansel muttered, face crumpling in distress as he watched the paper blow away.

      Kell shook his head, squeezing Ansel's arm. "It's fine, really. It wasn't anything important."

      "But … you were saying you didn't have enough paper anyway, and …"

      "For drawing. This was. Something else." Kell laughed ruefully. "Trust me, it would have been a waste of paper either way. It's no loss."

      "If you are certain …"

      "I am. Truly."

      Ansel sighed and leaned against him, humming lightly under his breath. He seemed distracted, as though half-listening to some distant conversation only he could hear. Or just thinking. Same thing, really.

      They stayed like that for a while, shoulders pressed together, breathing in time with each other and the gentle rhythm of the boat. The river at night held a different kind of beauty than it did during the day. It seemed rougher, wilder, more mysterious. Kell found himself looking forward to taking watch each evening, and not just because he and Ansel had started sharing their shifts.

      They hadn't set a watch that first night on the boat. They hadn't needed to, all four of them too wired on adrenaline and mischief to even think of sleeping. It was good they hadn't. The river was a less-forgiving road than Nea had anticipated. They had been on it for a week and nearly capsized twice, run aground at least a dozen times, and got tangled in some poor fisherman's net on one memorable occasion.

      Of course, that may have been more a reflection of their own terrible boating skills than on the river itself. It certainly wasn't the boat's fault. Nea had spared no expense building the most self-sufficient boat possible. It could practically sail itself. Just not around things, which was where most of their troubles started.

      It was far easier, they all agreed, to simply wait until they ran into trouble (literally) and then have Fre get them out of it than actually learn how to sail a small vessel properly, even a somewhat magic one. So watches were set at all hours. Not to stop them from running aground, but because someone had to wake Fre up when they did. They'd lost an entire night of progress the second day into their journey that way, and were all too impatient to lose any more time.

      Fre always took first watch, and Nea preferred last, as they rose with the sun anyway to be painfully irritating every morning. Well, so did Fre, but she wasn't nearly as intentional about it. And she had no problem letting other people sleep in.

      Kell and Ansel had, by mutual unspoken agreement, combined their watch into one overnight shift. Each night for the last five days had been spent in the quiet contentment of each other's company. Sometimes exchanging hushed words, sometimes sitting and watching the night pass with nothing but the sound of each other's heartbeats and Fre's snoring to break the stillness of the river.

      Tonight had started off as one of those nights. Ansel sat next to him as always, so contemplative and still that Kell kept looking over to make sure he was awake. It had seemed like there was something on his mind, but Ansel had only shaken his head when Kell asked, murmuring low excuses under his breath. Kell had left it at that, choosing instead to dig out his dwindling supply of paper and write letters to ghosts by the light of the waning moon.

      Ansel would tell him if something was wrong.

      At least, Kell liked to think he would. The same way Kell liked to think he could tell Ansel if something was wrong.

      It might not be true, but it was a nice thought.

      As the moon began its slow descent behind the rugged landscape to the west, Kell wondered if maybe he shouldn't bring it up again. It wasn't that the silence between them was strained or empty—they'd passed plenty of nights together without speaking before—but there was still a tendril of doubt niggling at the back of his mind, soft and subtle as the stars but no less persistent.

      Kell had almost made up his mind to say something about it (even if he didn't quite know what that was) when Ansel spoke first.

      "It is time for Muneathiel's watch."

      Kell startled. "Already?"

      "Mm."

      "I'll wake them up, I guess."

      Ansel hummed again. It was sometimes hard to tell if he was agreeing or filling space where words were supposed to go because he didn't feel like saying anything. Ansel had a tendency to use either too many words or not enough, his sentences either short and trailing into nothing or long and full of words Kell only vaguely knew the meaning of.

      It was a surprise he didn't get on with Nea better. They both had that I'm smarter than you ever will be upbringing. But their attitudes were so completely opposite that even reading off the same advanced syllabus wasn't enough to make them friends.

      Kell rubbed his eyes. It wasn't that Ansel and Nea didn't get along, insomuch as Ansel made an effort at getting along with everyone, and Nea made an effort at getting along with no one, and it basically evened out. He wished they got along better.

      It probably isn't something I should meddle in. Kell levered himself up from a sitting position, his knees and ass protesting the whole time. Boats may be great for speed and convenience, but they sure as hell weren't great for comfort. One star, would not recommend.

      The boat rocked under his feet. Kell kept one hand on the railing as he shuffled to the stern, where Nea was curled up. Kell had thought he'd get sea legs by now, but every time he'd gotten used to the boat's movements, the river would change and the rocking would get worse, and he was pretty sure his body had given up after that.

      Fre said they were getting close to the sea. That's why the river kept getting rougher. Kell hoped so. He didn't know how much longer he could stand being cooped up on a boat with next to nothing to do.

      It was more boring than the one summer vacation spent illegally camping in Big Woods State Park with no internet and no phones and no games and no nothing other than good 'ol family fun. Like, he had basically given up all those things to be here (some more willingly than others), and he'd accepted that illegal(?) camping was his foreseeable future, but even walking was more fun than this! At least his feet knew where the ground was.

      The boat shifted underneath him. Kell shifted with it, and not in a good way. The rail was weatherworn and water-slick, and Kell's grip on it was tenuous at best. The hands on his back were probably the only thing that kept him from flat-out falling on his face (again) despite his best efforts.

      Kell looked over his shoulder. Ansel's fingers were twisted in the fabric of his shirt, holding him steady while he regained his balance.

      "Thanks," Kell whispered. "That wouldn't have been a good way to wake Nea up."

      Ansel tightened his grip on Kell's shirt so briefly Kell almost thought he imagined it, then let go. "Do not be too long. And be more careful. Please."

      Kell nodded, but Ansel was already turning away, folding himself delicately into the corner he had claimed as his part of the boat. Kell hesitated for a moment. There was that feeling, again, of wanting to say something but not knowing what to say.

      And what was there to say?

      Ansel was just as tired and boat-sick as he was. If they weren't going to reach Port Hull by tomorrow, maybe they could run aground for a bit and walk around. They'd probably all feel the better for it.

      Kell yawned into his free hand. Yeah, it's the boat. It's definitely the boat. Absolutely nothing else besides the boat.

      He was tired enough that he almost believed it.

      The wind shifted, flapping the sail and making the rigging and boards creak with strain. Kell checked to make sure they were still going in basically the right direction before continuing his shuffling journey to the back of the boat.

      It shouldn't have taken that long. It wasn't a big boat.

      Kell was in no hurry. Mostly because he valued both his life and ankles and didn't care to fall again. Not without Ansel close by to catch him.

      That was probably a thing he should be more embarrassed to think.

      Kell stole a glance behind him. Ansel had curled in on himself, wings folded around his upper body like a fluffy if somewhat inconvenient portable blanket. He'd laid out Kell's cloak and spare jacket in the space next to him, close enough to touch but not enough that they would.

      Theoretically.

      It was sweet of Ansel. He had been making an effort, confused at times and off base at others, but a definite effort at understanding what Kell wanted from their relationship. And what he didn't want.

      They both knew that no matter how much space they left between them at night—and the boat didn't leave all that much space to begin with—that Kell would wake in the morning with Ansel pressed against his side, wings wrapped possessively around him.

      He hadn't said anything about it, and maybe he should have, but Kell secretly loved it. Ansel never pressed things further. He wasn't nearly as bold when he was awake, and Kell privately thought it was a shame. But maybe it was for the best right now. They were still figuring things out. Leaving the closeness to the dark was safer. There was no pressure when they could both blush and laugh it off in the morning. The fact that Ansel was trying at all was enough for Kell right now. No need to complicate things more.

      They had time to work on the rest of it later.

      (Kell hoped they would have time. He didn't let himself think about the alternative. The one that led him back to the place that wasn't home and hadn't been in years.)

      Kell sighed, letting his body sway with the motion of the boat as he sank down next to Nea's sleeping form. In the light of the sinking moon, Nea's skin glowed a strange patchwork of bright and dark. Their features, soft and bark-like in the light of the day, became more harshly delineated at night. Kell had tried to draw them like this once, but he could never quite get the light balance realistic enough.

      Kell waited for a moment to see if Nea would wake up on their own—they never did, but what was life without hope?—before reaching out and gently shaking their shoulder.

      "Nea," he whispered. "Hey. Your luna-whatsis. Wake up. Your court awaits you."

      Nea grunted and rolled over. Kell poked their shoulder until they started twitching. It was all the warning he had before they rolled back over, grabbing his hand in a death grip and staring him down with their mismatched eyes. If this wasn't how they'd woken up every other night, he'd have been more scared. He still startled when it happened. Nea was fast.

      "Why can't you wake me up like a normal person?" Nea lamented.

      "I have no idea what you mean."

      Nea groaned, releasing his hand to run their fingers through their dandelion-fluff hair. It was flattened on one side and sticking out wildly on the other. Kell thought it was cute, but he'd already made the mistake of telling Nea that once, and he wasn't going to again. At least, not until they were on dry land and he had a head start.

      "So … you awake now?" Kell asked. He had a job, after all.

      Nea rolled their eyes. "Of course I'm awake. Unlike some people, I normally get up at a decent hour anyway."

      "This is not a decent hour. This is a downright indecent hour."

      "Some people," Nea whispered, loud enough that he was meant to hear it.

      Nea was, against all odds, a true morning person. And unlike Fre—a normal morning person—Nea was an absolute terrible one at that. The spitefully cheerful, holier-than-thou kind of morning person who could also stay up past midnight and still rise before the sun, yet never had any bags under their eyes and—ugh. It was like being back in college, but not in a good way.

      Kell had wondered if it was an elf thing, but when he'd tried to ask Ansel, he'd gotten a blank look in return.

      Nea probably could have covered the whole night watch by themself and still have been fine. Well, Nea would have been fine. The boat may not have been. They were the one who always ran aground when left to their own devices for too long.

      Actually …

      Kell nudged Nea, upsetting their hair-rebalancing efforts and getting a weak glare in return. "Why are you still here?" they muttered.

      Kell chose to ignore that. "Look, if you think you're going to run aground before Fre wakes up—"

      "I know, I know. Wake her—"

      "No, no. Let it happen."

      "What? You mungheads have been on my case for the last week about wasting time, and now you're saying to let it happen?"

      "I think we need a break. That's all."

      Nea looked at Ansel, curled into a ball with his long limbs folded tight against his body and pressed into the curve of the rail. To Kell it didn't look particularly comfortable. "That's all?"

      Kell felt his face heating up and hoped the night was dark enough to hide it. "Yes."

      Nea turned back to him, one singed eyebrow raised. "Uh-huh."

      Kell folded his arms and resisted the urge to make a face at them.

      "Whatever you say, oh chosen one," Nea drawled. Whether they were referring to Ansel or the boat was unclear, and Kell didn't want to ask.

      "I wish you wouldn't call me that."

      "The others do."

      "Yes, but they actually mean it. And Ansel is trying not to."

      "Do you prefer Kellie, then?"

      "No, but yes."

      Nea laughed, quietly enough not to disturb the others. "Fine, fine. Whatever you say, oh Kellie one."

      "That might actually be worse."

      "Thank you." Nea folded their arms, settling back against the rail. Their hair was still just as lopsided as before. Kell considered saying something about it, but the look on Nea's face stopped him. Their smile was a little too quiet for his liking. Nea tilted their head back, looking up at the sky. At the stars. "Can I ask you something?"

      "I'm surprised you asked, actually. But sure."

      "Do you have any regrets?"

      Kell hesitated. "Regrets?"

      "About leaving." Nea let their head roll to the side, their gaze shifting to the river behind them. Back toward the south, where they had come from.

      Back toward Elvendale and Nea's home.

      Kell opened his mouth to reply but found he had nothing to say. He tried to think of something he regretted—truly, deeply regretted—but came up blank. Sure, there were things he missed, and he would have liked to say goodbye to his mom (no one else though) but … those weren't regrets.

      The thought made him feel a little empty inside.

      He didn't want to regret leaving. He'd wanted to leave for years. He just wished there had been more for him to regret. If that made sense.

      Kell realized he'd been quiet for too long, the seconds dragging by in agonizing silence as Nea waited for him to respond, their mouth turning further down the longer he took. Kell panicked and blurted out the first thing that came to mind.

      "I never saw the Bee Movie."

      Nea stared at him, judgingly. "What."

      "Uh. I'd always meant to? But like I figured I could see it whenever I wanted, and now I can't, and … I don't know. It's a part of my life that will literally always be unfulfilled."

      "What."

      "I mean, I guess I never got my degree either. Or had my big art-gallery moment. Or went to see my mom's family in Vietnam like I always said I would. Or visited those cousins in Ireland that were not as terrible as the ones in the states. Or left Minnesota just one time. I've never even been on a plane. Like, how do they work? Is it magic? I'll never know."

      "Kellie."

      "But I kinda care more about the Bee Movie now that I've started thinking about it. It's like when—"

      "Kellie!"

      "Huh?"

      "Shut it."

      "Oh."

      "Unlike heart eyes, I don't care about your weird other-world mungroll. You were supposed to say something poignant and wise that made me feel better."

      "I was?"

      "You're right. It was a dumb idea." Nea sighed. They were quiet for a minute, staring out at the river with a contemplative look in their eyes.

      Kell started to feel bad about his answer. "Do you have regrets?"

      Nea shrugged. "It will be hard to go back after this."

      Kell wasn't sure if that was a regret or not. He knew it wasn't for him. "Do you want to go back? Do you have to?"

      "Those are two different questions."

      "Well, answer one. You don't even have to tell me which."

      Nea shook their head. "It's not as easy as that. It's not as easy as it is for you."

      "Easy? How is anything about this chosen business easy?"

      "At least your options are clear. You don't have to decide between what to decide. You win or you lose. You stay or you don't. Other people's lives aren't so dichotomous."

      "Oh. I guess."

      Kell wasn't so sure, but he didn't want to tell them that. Not right now anyway. He didn't feel like he had only two choices. Sure, he either stayed or he didn't, but that didn't mean that the choice to stay was clear-cut or already made. He didn't know what he was doing here.

      He thought he'd made that abundantly clear already. Why people kept putting their faith in him, he had no idea.

      Silence fell between them, uneven and disquiet. The river was never truly silent, even at night. The little noises of the boat, the water, and others surrounded them constantly. Usually it was comforting, a reminder that the world was still there.

      Sometimes it just made the silence worse, starker and more awkward.

      Fre rolled over in her sleep, armor clacking loudly against the deck. They had all tried to persuade her not to wear it at night, but she wanted to be ready should anything happen. Anything primarily being them getting stuck on another sandbar or running aground for the third time that night, but no one liked arguing with Fre. She was so earnest about everything. It was like trying to convince a puppy that sticks were not for playing with. Sure, you could do it, but you wouldn't feel good about it afterward.

      Kell almost wished he had managed to convince her, wincing with every loud creak and clank as she settled into a new position on her side. The silence sounded far too loud tonight, and Kell wondered how much of that was his fault. He was aware of Ansel pretending to sleep on the other side of the boat, his shoulders too tense to be asleep. Kell felt guilty. They were probably keeping him awake.

      Kell sighed. Nea looked at him, finally taking their eyes off the river. Kell nodded at Ansel. Nea raised a barely there eyebrow, as if to say, Well, get on with it, then.

      Kell rolled his eyes. He didn't know why he bothered worrying about them. He clapped a hand on their shoulder though. Just because he could. "Wake me when we're about to go over a waterfall," he whispered, like he had for the last five nights.

      Nea pushed him off. "For the last time, there are no waterfalls on the map."

      "There never are. That's how they get you."

      "Goddess. Why are you so obsessed with this?"

      "I've always wanted to go over one."

      "Why?"

      "Saturday morning cartoons mostly."

      Nea stared at him unblinkingly, their heterochromatic eyes reflecting the moonlight like a cat. In the most monotone voice Kell had ever heard them use, Nea replied, "I hope that remains a regret of yours for a long time to come."

      "I never get to have any fun."

      Nea shoved him away, harder this time, but not before he saw the smirk on their face. He let them shove him across the deck, complaining the whole time. At least Nea seemed to be in a better mood. They weren't supposed to be the quiet, pensive one. That was more his and Ansel's territory.

      Well, maybe mostly Ansel's. Kell had never been particularly good at the quiet part of quiet and pensive. It was what kept getting him in trouble.

      Kell staggered back to Ansel, Nea's whispered insults following him as he went. The stars hummed in amusement at the back of his mind. At least they found him funny. Something seemed off about them tonight—the tenor of their amusement a little too sharp, a little too bright—but Kell was too tired to care.

      He'd never understood them anyway.

      Kell dropped down onto his makeshift bedding as quietly as he could. Ansel was still only pretending to be asleep, but it seemed rude to make too much noise. He settled down, rolling himself up in the cape and balling his jacket up to use as a pillow. It wasn't comfortable, but it worked.

      That was the one thing Kell truly missed. Not regretted, but missed. A nice, normal bed.

      When this whole adventure was over, he was going to find himself the biggest, most ostentatious bed possible and sleep in it for a week. Well, at least a day. Twelve hours, tops. Maybe less if he got bored.

      He would so get bored.

      Why am I like this, Kell lamented, turning over and trying to get comfortable. Sleep hovered on the edges of his mind. He closed his eyes, letting the exhaustion of the day wash over him. Before he fell asleep, he whispered a quiet good-night to Ansel. He didn't hear if there was a reply.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Kell's dreams were hauntingly empty. He no longer saw Her Squashness every night. He almost missed her. There were things he wanted to ask her, things he felt that only she could answer. But he had not seen her in a week, not since the night he dreamed of the Lick King and the stars.

      He wanted to speak to the Lick King too.

      (He didn't want to, not really.)

      But it didn't matter. He no longer dreamed of them. Now, if he dreamed at all, he dreamed only of the stars and the void between worlds. He thought he heard them speaking to him, but he never remembered what they said. Promises, maybe. Reassurances that this would end all right. Laughter, soft and gentle, and just a little off.

      Sometimes there were other things. Flashes of scenes like memories he could almost recall. Fire scorching the ground. Mountains rising. Walls crumbling. Screaming.

      Screaming.

      Kell woke to screaming.

      It took him a moment to realize it wasn't in his head.

      Day was breaking, Nea was shouting, Fre was yelling, the stars were buzzing in the back of his head, Ansel was clutching Kell's arm and praying, and—

      —and the river in front of them was gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          OH NO, CONSEQUENCES

        

      

    

    
      Cartoons were a lie.

      For one thing, the boat didn't zip over the waterfall, hover in midair, and then dramatically fall downwards while remaining perfectly parallel to the river. Nor did it careen straight down the waterfall itself, ignoring most of the laws of physics and momentum to keep floating on the now-perpendicular water.

      No. Reality, sadly enough, right about split the difference between the two. It wasn't quite as fun as Kell had imagined. Not to say it wasn't fun—or at least the most fun he'd had all week—but it didn't live up to the nostalgia of his childhood.

      Still.

      It was pretty fun.

      No one else seemed to share his opinion on the matter. It all happened so fast that it was hard to tell what, exactly, was happening. One minute Kell was sleeping, dreaming of something he felt he should try harder to remember. The next he was awake, and everything was noise and panic, and the rush of water and air, and that sudden, roller-coaster drop in the pit of his stomach as the world shifted too far, too fast.

      Kell threw his arms up and yelled. In hindsight, it may not have been the best reaction.

      In his defense, everyone else was yelling too.

      Not as enthusiastically as him, but yelling.

      Fre leaned over the prow of the boat, tipping them forward even more as she shouted a challenge to the river below. Nea was doing something with the sail that Kell couldn't be bothered to try and understand, and Ansel was shaking against his shoulder, wings spread and trembling.

      Oh, right. This counts as falling, doesn't it?

      Kell spared a moment to feel guilty about that.

      The river below was a long way down, though growing closer with every passing second. The water looked cold and hard, spiking turbulently at the bottom of the waterfall. Rocks sprang up from the swirling waters, jagged and dangerous looking and okay, maybe this wasn't such a great idea in real life after all.

      Kell closed his eyes and braced for the impact, arms encircling Ansel as the river rushed toward them. He counted down the seconds in his head.

      One.

      Two.

      Three.

      Four …

      Kell felt his feet leave the deck and opened his eyes. The boat continued to plummet to the river below, an unstoppable force rushing toward an immovable fate.

      Nea and Fre were still on it.

      He was not.

      Kell blinked, looking around in confusion. Ansel clung to him like a limpet. A limpet with three sets of wings and an aversion to falling.

      It wasn't so much flying as floating, aimless and slow, buoyed by the wind and Ansel's sheer, mindless determination. Kell checked. Ansel wasn't even looking where they were going. He had his head firmly tucked against Kell's shoulder, eyes squeezed shut.

      Kell absently patted Ansel's arm as he watched the boat crash into the rocks and foam below. Fre's shout of challenge echoed off the cliffside behind them as she went under. Kell hoped she'd be all right. She sounded like she'd be all right.

      He didn't see Nea, but he wasn't worried about them. If they could survive their own explosions, they could survive this.

      Probably.

      When the boat—or, to be more precise, shattered pieces of the boat—began to resurface downstream, bobbing violently in the rapid current, Kell started to worry.

      That certainly never happened in cartoons.

      "Hey, Ans?" Kell had to half shout to be heard over the roaring of the water. "Do you think you could steer us away from the rocks and possible death?"

      Ansel didn't answer, only clung tighter to Kell.

      Kell sighed. It wasn't that he disliked swimming. He preferred rivers when he was on top of them was all. And lakes over rivers by a long shot.

      The stars remained suspiciously calm, placid and content in the back of his mind. At least he wasn't in any real danger, then.

      His companions, not so much. Kell had never gotten a reading on whether the stars cared for anyone other than him, but he was inclined to think not.

      "Hang on tight to me, okay?" Kell turned his head, trying to make sure Ansel could hear him. Ansel gave no indication that he had, but he showed no signs of letting go either. "This will probably be unpleasant, but you'll be fine if you're with me."

      Ansel clung to him tighter at that. Kell's heart was racing, and he could feel his pulse in his mouth, and, if he was being perfectly honest, it was only half because of the raging river they were about to fall into. Less than half, even. He wasn't actually that worried about the river.

      Why should he be? The stars weren't.

      Kell knew that kind of thinking bordered on dangerous, but it had gotten him this far, and he didn't see any reason to change his ways now.

      The shock of cold water against his feet was the only warning he got before the current pulled him under, Ansel following after like a collapsing parachute. They tumbled head over foot in the turbulent water, smashing into the river bottom before being swept up again. Only luck and maybe divine intervention kept them from being bashed against the rocks that littered the bottom of the waterfall, and even then it was a close thing.

      They broke surface momentarily, enough to gasp in a few mouthfuls of air before the current carried them downriver, tossing them about and dragging them down under at every turn.

      It wasn't what Kell had imagined at all. He'd been thinking more Splash Mountain and less splashdown.

      Without warning, the river dropped away again. This fall was (luckily) much smaller and less dramatic. Only about a one-story drop, in Kell's expert opinion. The water below was much more placid.

      Kell swam back to the surface with ease, Ansel still clinging tightly to his side. They broke the surface again, this time on the long end of a lake. Kell treaded water and looked around. The cliffs continued to the left. To the right, a shallow beach stretched out along the length of the lake. A few pieces of debris had already washed up there.

      So had Nea, and oh boy did they look pissed about it.

      Kell set off toward the beach to join them. Ansel's deadweight dragged on him, making the process tedious and slow going. Kell jostled Ansel, trying to get his attention. He was breathing normally, but he hadn't opened his eyes since they started falling.

      "Hey, Ans? Can you swim?"

      Ansel didn't reply or give any sign of having heard him. Kell sighed a spout of bubbles into the water.

      "The bad part is over, I promise. You can let go."

      Ansel shook his head.

      Well, at least he's listening.

      "How about you kick your feet, okay? You don't have to let go, then. I'll get us to shore."

      Ansel nodded, slowly. When Kell started swimming again, Ansel made an effort to mimic him. It was awkward, especially at first. Ansel kept kicking him in the ankles. He had awfully hard and bony feet for someone with such a delicate and graceful figure.

      By the time they achieved a good rhythm and weren't kicking each other with every stroke, the shore was pressing against Kell's feet. He stumbled upright, chest-deep in water, and pulled Ansel to stand next to him. Ansel relaxed the moment his feet touched the ground, slimy and under water as it may be. Supporting each other, Kell and Ansel waded their way to the shore as Nea watched impatiently.

      "I thought you drowned," they said.

      "Nah," Kell replied, stepping out of the water. "Drowning is too anticlimactic."

      Nea narrowed their two-tone eyes at him. "You knew this would happen."

      "I didn't know it would happen. I just wanted it to. In hindsight, that was probably a bad idea, and I admit that."

      "You w-what?" Ansel gasped, voice faint.

      Oh, right. Kell had almost forgotten to feel guilty about that part.

      "You are crazy," Nea hissed.

      "Maybe," Kell conceded. "But statistically speaking, it was bound to happen anyway."

      "Where the hell did you get a statistic like that?"

      "Children's cartoons, like I said."

      "This is your damn fault."

      "I'm not the one who was navigating."

      Nea threw up their hands. "It's not me. This time. I was navigating by the stars. Like he taught me." They all but spat out the last part, pointing at Ansel with venom in their eyes.

      Ansel grew pale. Paler than he already was. Kell noticed he was shivering slightly in the cooler lakeside air. "You cannot blame me for your poor s-sense of direction," he bit out.

      Kell stepped between the two of them before Nea could reply with something even nastier. They weren't a bad person, by any means, but they didn't like losing arguments, and Ansel was an admittedly easy target.

      "What do you mean, navigating by the stars?" Kell didn't like the sound of that.

      Nea crossed their arms. "What it sounds like, munghead."

      "Those dirty fuckers," Kell muttered.

      "What?"

      Kell ignored them and looked up. Propping his hands on his hips, he shouted at the sky. "This is not what I meant!"

      The stars ignored him. He knew they had heard him. They always heard him, even when he didn't want them to. But the road between them was more often than not one-way, and the stars remained suspiciously silent. Kell could feel the smugness radiating off of them. He glared at the sky, squinting in the early morning light.

      "I am serious. You could have at least given me a heads-up."

      The stars began to fade in his mind, their presence purposefully diminishing to the smallest fizzle of consciousness, like a stranger slowly edging out of the room after the body had been discovered.

      "Fine," Kell muttered darkly. "Be like that. See if I care."

      "Are you … talking to the Everstars, Chosen?" Ansel's voice was tentative and shaky. Kell turned to him and saw he was clutching his head in one hand.

      Kell stepped forward, ignoring the stars and the way Nea rolled their eyes, muttering lowly to themself. "Are you okay? Did the river knock you about? Let me see."

      "N-no, forgive me. The stars are … ah, loud. I think. I cannot truly hear them, not like the goddess, not in a way I understand. But I could feel something."

      "What did it feel like?" Nea asked, looking intrigued despite themself.

      Ansel frowned and bit his lip. "Fire. And magic. It is hard to explain."

      Kell patted him on the arm. "Don't worry about it. If they bother you, let me know. I'll tell them to shove off."

      Nea snickered.

      Ansel looked unsure. "I could not possibly …"

      "Oh, but I could."

      Ansel giggled quietly, the sound muffled behind the hand he raised to cover his mouth. Kell wished he'd stop doing that. He had such a lovely laugh.

      Have I ever told him that? Kell wondered. I should. I will.

      Nea cleared their throat. "Cute as you two are," they said in a tone of voice that indicated otherwise, "there are more important things to worry about."

      "Like what?" Kell asked. Not because he disagreed, but because he did, just a little, disagree.

      "Oh, I don't know," Nea drawled. "Like, where the mung are we? Where is Fre? Where is our stuff? Or did you not notice the miles of hostile wilderness and total lack of supplies, you sack-eyed, star-struck dullard?"

      "Wow." Kell blinked, stunned by the outburst. "Feel better?"

      Nea took a deep breath, releasing it slowly through their nose. "Mostly, yes."

      Kell nodded. "Right, so—"

      Faster than Kell could react to it, Nea whipped out one of their omnipresent glass bottles and chucked it at Kell's feet. The glass broke on the sand, cracking in two, the contents leaking out with an ominous hiss. Behind him, Ansel flinched back, letting out a low yelp.

      "Okay, now I feel better."

      Kell groaned. "Please tell me that had no chance of exploding."

      Nea shrugged.

      Kell pinched the bridge of his nose. He could hear Ansel shifting and huffing behind him and could only imagine what he was thinking. Ansel was never much of a morning person to begin with.

      "Was that absolutely necessary?" Ansel demanded.

      Nea shrugged again.

      Ansel seethed as politely as one could. "You could have inflicted injury on your companions, and you … you … ugh …"

      "Hey, it's fine. Nothing happened." Kell laid a hand on Ansel's arm. He wasn't sure the "Well, the stars were cool with it, so it's fine" philosophy would make the best defense here, so he kept that to himself. Also, he was pretty sure Nea only ever threw cough syrup at him, and only because they thought it was funny.

      Ansel looked away but didn't shrug him off. Kell could feel minute tremors going up and down his arms. Ansel must be susceptible to the cold. Was that a bird thing? Didn't birds get cold when they were wet?

      Your boyfriend is not a bird. He is a member of a winged, angelic race you don't actually understand.

      Not that Kell understood birds either, but he felt he had a better handle on them overall.

      Oh, wait. Nea was speaking again. "—on you."

      "That you would even—"

      "Okay," Kell cut in before the argument could gain any more steam. "So, what's the plan?"

      Nea huffed. "Isn't that your job, mister fearless leader?"

      Kell pointed at them. "I … am open to suggestions."

      "I'm sure you are. Why are you even in charge? I'm the oldest. I should decide what we do from here on out."

      "One, I never asked to be in charge. And two, no."

      "And neither are you the oldest," Ansel added. "If we were to use that metric, I would be in charge."

      "You would?" Nea and Kell asked in unison, though with widely varied degrees of skepticism.

      Ansel crossed him arms, clearly uncomfortable with the attention. A faint dusting of red rose covered his light brown cheeks, bringing his freckles out in starker contrast.

      "Yes," he mumbled. "I would be."

      "How old are you?" Nea asked, suspicion coating their every word.

      Ansel hesitated. "One hundred and twelve1," he admitted, looking down.

      Kell whistled, then paused. "I have no context to judge that in."

      "How human-old are you?" Nea asked.

      "Twenty-six, and you don't have to add 'human.' It's weird."

      "Isn't twenty-six pretty human-young?"

      Kell stuck his tongue out at them. "You don't get to judge, grandma."

      "You know I'm not even old enough to vote on the lunecial's council."

      "You know I don't know what that is."

      "It is a council of higher-ranked elven nobility that decides the major coda of each elven city or settlement," Ansel recited, ever the perfect student. "The lunecial are specific to Moonwood Vale, but every elven subregion has an equivalent."

      "If you can't vote, does that mean I'm older than you?" Kell turned to Nea in excitement. They did not seem to share his enthusiasm.

      "Whatever. It was a dumb idea."

      "Wait. How old is Fre?" Kell wondered.

      "You got her killed and you don't even know how old she is?"

      "I'm sure she's fine …"

      Kell was sure. Sure-ish. Relatively sure. If anyone would be fine, it would be Fre.

      "Fre'ja is a fine warrior and a … skilled adventurer," Ansel said, shuffling closer to Kell as if sensing his unease. "I have no doubt that she will join us soon."

      Despite his words, Ansel's eyes remained clouded with worry. He had doubts. He was clearly going to keep them to himself.

      Nea spat on the ground. "We're in the mountains, or close enough. She'll be fine. And she's thirty-four, you oaf. Her birthday is the third day of the Advent Moon, and she was born on the Old Saints holiday."

      Both Kell and Ansel stared at them, then exchanged glances with each other.

      "To be clear, when's Ansel's birthday?" Kell asked.

      "Why in the name of the Bone King's lost femur would I know? Ask him yourself. He's your bidelight."

      "Just checking." Apparently he wasn't Nea's favorite after all. Weird. And he hadn't thought they were all that fond of Fre. "Wait, Fre is thirty-four? She's older than me? Like, normal-human older than me? Are you sure?"

      "Fre's orlk. You know. Tall, grey, hits things with other things. Do you forget your friends so easily?"

      "Wow, thank you, Nea. I know what Fre is. But she's half human too."

      Nea sighed. "You still don't know anything, do you? Maybe it's a good thing we didn't end up at Port Hull. You'd have needed a year in the library to understand even the northern end of the continent."

      "That doesn't answer any of my questions."

      "You didn't ask any."

      Kell opened his mouth to reply but paused. He'd asked a question. Or meant to. There was definitely a question in there somewhere.

      Ansel cleared his throat softly. "Orlks can live over one hundred and fifty years, so Fre is not quite on the same age scale as you are. I believe. From what I have read, at least."

      Kell counted on his fingers, trying to remember what little of fractions and percentages he knew. "Wait, doesn't that make her younger than me?"

      "Does it matter?" Nea asked.

      "Yes! I never get to be the oldest!"

      "You're not the oldest, I am."

      Ansel stomped his foot so softly he didn't even leave an indent in the sand. "You are not."

      "Celesian years don't count."

      "What in the name of the goddess do you mean by that?"

      Nea rolled their eyes, preparing to launch into another argument. Ansel had his arms crossed and his wings—sodden and bedraggled as they were—spread out defensively. Kell stepped forward and raised his hands.

      "Enough. We need to pull together. Be more Lord of the Rings and less Lord of the Flies. The boat is gone, our supplies are gone, and we need a plan. I vote we take off our clothes."

      Nea raised a single threadbare eyebrow at him, face otherwise blank. Ansel blushed dark red, eyes drawn down Kell's body before snapping back to meet his eyes. A mix of confusion and surprise flashed across Ansel's face with a tinge of hope lying under the surface.

      Kell internally cringed. "Okay, that came out weird. Not what I meant."

      "What did you mean?" Nea asked.

      "I meant that everything might be awful, but nothing is more awful than wet clothes, and we can actually do something about that." Kell peeled off the tee he'd slept in, the soft grey one from his own world. Allune might have a lot of things going for it, but cotton-poly blends weren't among them.

      He purposefully ignored the way Ansel dragged his eyes across his bare torso, an odd, hungry look in them. He was too grey ace to deal with that now.

      Besides, he didn't mind the looking. It was … flattering? Maybe? Kell wasn't sure how he felt about it, exactly, but it wasn't bad.

      It was probably something they should talk about though. Later.

      Much later.

      "Our clothes will dry better if we lay them out," he continued, kicking off his soft leather boots. As much as he loved his sneakers, he had to admit the boots the elves had given him were actually more comfortable.

      Shit, his sneakers.

      Kell paused, one boot off, the other halfway on. "Wait, our stuff."

      "Wow," Nea drawled, stripping off their light tunic and tossing it aside. "You just realized?"

      "No, but … fuck. We should look for it. I mean, we washed up here. Maybe some of it is in the shallows."

      Kell lay his boots and tee out on the ground. The sun would dry them in no time. He debated taking the leggings off and finally decided he might as well. If this was going to be his only set of clothes going forward, he wasn't going to start out with them wet and gross.

      Damn, and those were my favorite jeans too. I don't suppose Allune has denim either.

      Stripped down to his underwear, Kell felt better. More day-at-the-beach and less shipwrecked-sailor. Something was wrong though. And it wasn't the way Ansel kept looking at him and looking away, as though he were afraid to be caught staring.

      No, that wasn't it. Kell stared at his empty wrist. His worry bracelet was gone.

      Kell groaned. Well, this day literally only gets worse.

      Kell shook his head at the inquiring noise from Ansel. It wasn't important. He could live without the bracelet. They had more important problems.

      It took a bit more coaxing to get Ansel out of his clothes (an issue Kell never thought he'd have to deal with) and to convince Nea that no one was going to steal their remaining potions if they left them on the beach. Once they'd all stripped and laid their belongings out to dry, they agreed to split up and search the shore for any supplies or usable debris that had washed up after them.

      Also for Fre, but no one actually mentioned that aloud. There was an undercurrent of fear that no one wanted to give voice to. A fear of finding Fre but not finding her alive.

      They all agreed to stay within sight of one another, for reasons.

      Combing the shore turned out to be a boring and monotonous task, consisting largely of wading back and forth in the shallow water and kicking at suspicious-looking dark spots. Most of it turned out to be rocks or weeds or the odd chunk of wood. Occasionally, Nea would swear and throw something fabric back to shore.

      Kell wasn't keeping track, but he thought he saw them throw his pack, his jeans, his sneakers, both his jackets, and his cape at one point. He didn't notice anyone else's gear getting chucked about. That might be why Nea's swears were getting dirtier (and more pointedly aimed at him) with every item they found.

      Neither he nor Ansel was having any luck finding anything. Though to be fair, he was spending almost as much time looking at Ansel as he was looking in the water. By the number of times their eyes had met in furtive, unacknowledged glances, Ansel was just as distracted as him.

      He couldn't help it. Ansel was hard to look away from. The sun on his wet wings made them sparkle as though dipped in glitter, and he kept fanning them back and forth slowly, making them glint and sparkle even more. Kell knew logically that Ansel was doing it to dry them, but it was lovely and mesmerizing, and, okay, he kind of wanted to touch them. It was a thing. He could admit that.

      And, okay, the rest of Ansel was just as lovely. Kell had only ever seen brief flashes of skin, tantalizing glimpses of soft brown arms or a barely there view of Ansel's back or his thigh. And that was fine. More than fine. It was what he was comfortable with.

      Kell couldn't help but think that this was a step forward for them. Probably not the one Ansel wanted, but maybe it could lead to something closer between them. Slowly and carefully and with boundaries still, but closer.

      If Nea wasn't there right now, swearing and throwing things on the beach, Kell might have shuffled closer to Ansel already. Asked to touch his wings, told him how lovely he looked in the morning sun.

      It didn't feel like the right time for that though.

      Maybe it never would be.

      Kell tried to believe that was okay too, but experience had taught him otherwise. People always got tired of waiting, eventually.

      A tug from the stars broke Kell out of his thoughts, and he looked up in time to see Nea fling something small and round directly at him. Kell caught it on instinct. The impact stung his palm. He grunted, frowning at Nea before looking at what they'd thrown.

      It was his worry bracelet.

      "You found it!" Kell couldn't help but exclaim.

      "I've found nothing but your junk, and it's pissing me off."

      "Thank you, Nea. Really."

      Nea made a face and turned away but not before Kell saw the pleased little smile they tried to hide.

      "But … no supplies?" Ansel's voice was soft and reluctant. Hearing it, Kell realized how quiet he had been lately.

      "Not yet," Kell answered. "But let's keep looking a bit more."

      Nea already was, wading off further into the lake, water up to their elbows. Ansel nodded, looking back down at the water and half turning away from Kell. Even from where Kell was standing, he could see the red flush painting Ansel's cheeks, radiating down to his shoulders and covering his ears.

      Kell slipped his worry bracelet on, playing with the cold stone beads. Should he go over and talk to Ansel? Nea was a way off, insulting a sandbar. They weren't paying attention. He could, if only he could think of the right way to say the things he meant. The right way to tell Ansel everything he felt without either raising or dashing his hopes.

      How did you say "I want this and maybe more" when you didn't even know what you wanted?

      Neither the stars nor the soft clicking of his worry beads held the answer.

      Kell sighed. Maybe the sun was getting to him. Heatstroke was a thing, right? He rarely had to deal with it, being from Minnesota, but he knew it could happen. Despite the slight breeze coming off the lake and the coolness of the water lapping against his legs, the sun still beat hot and steady on his neck and exposed back.

      It was a good thing he didn't burn.

      He should. He'd always gotten terrible sunburns before, back home. He hadn't gotten a single one this entire trip. Which he was grateful for, no mistake about it. But it was another layer of weird this world had going for it.

      Kell had never been able to spend so long in the sun before. He found he enjoyed it. He was probably going to die of scurvy from lack of vitamin D because this world's sun hated him in a different way than his previous world's sun, but at least he got to feel the rays on his skin without worrying about how much sunscreen he applied how long ago.

      Wait. That wasn't right. Scurvy was lemons. What was it when you died without vitamin D?

      Kell made the almost-forgotten motion to reach for his phone. The phone he didn't have. He couldn't look it up. He would never be able to look it up.

      He would literally never know.

      Kell groaned, louder than he had meant to.

      Ansel looked over with concern. "What is wrong?"

      "I'm not dying of scurvy."

      There was a beat of silence before Ansel replied. "Oh … And that is not good? Do you … want to die of scurvy?"

      "I want you to die of scurvy," Nea cut in.

      "Thank you," Kell said to them. He meant it. At least then he'd know what he died of. Kell wasn't sure why, but that seemed important.

      "K-Kell, are you all right?" Ansel stuttered, genuine worry written across his face.

      "Yes, I'm fine. I'm not dying of scurvy." Kell sighed.

      Ansel stared at him, lost. "I am glad?"

      Kell shook his head. "Sorry, don't mind me. It's the sun or something. You ready to call it quits?"

      "We have not found anything useful yet."

      "I've found plenty," Nea muttered, loud enough to carry across the lake. "Though 'useful' is debatable."

      "Yeah, and I doubt we'll find any more," Kell said. "So let's focus on what we do have. We've been without a lot of supplies before. It'll be fine. Not like I couldn't stand to lose a few pounds anyway."

      "Why would you want that?" Ansel asked, still looking lost.

      "Ah …" Kell scratched the back of his neck.

      "Yeah, you're already so wimpy."

      "Wow, thanks." Kell laughed, but inside he felt a little piece of himself slotting back into place. It wasn't that he'd ever been out of shape, but he was never as athletic as his brothers. The only thing he was any good at was running. He had nice legs, he knew that much, but the rest of him was average at best. Something his family had never hesitated to let him know.

      Kell had to clear his throat a few times before he could get more than a few words out. "Heh. Not like you're one to talk."

      "You want to fight?" Nea challenged him.

      Kell didn't even consider it. "Absolutely not. Let's go back to shore and, I don't know, make a plan."

      "A plan?" Ansel trailed behind him as they made their way to shore, finally close and yet still too far. Dammit, Kell hadn't gotten to talk to him about anything once again.

      "Yeah. Like how Nea is going to get us another boat."

      "Not my dagger," Nea mumbled.

      "What was that?"

      "The new boat is your problem, mister save-the-world. I supplied the last one. Which, I would like to point out, was expensive and custom-enhanced and took over eight years to build. Or did you think it sailed upriver on the power of friendship?"

      "It didn't?" Kell asked, blinking big, faux-ignorant eyes at them. He got a face-full of water for his efforts. "Rude."

      "Rude is letting your destiny destroy my boat."

      "The chosen's destiny is far more important than any single vessel—"

      "Don't you chosen me, heart eyes, or I swear—"

      "I don't think destiny is the right—"

      "Friends!" Fre's voice boomed over the beach, echoing across the lake and to the distant cliffs. "There you are! I have been looking all over for you! Oh, look, you found more supplies."

      Fre emerged from the woods like a ray of sunshine cutting through the darkness, glowing and clanging with every step she took. She had one of the smaller packs slung over her shoulder and had managed to salvage at least one of her spears and an axe, though the majority of her weapons were absent. The light shimmered off her left leg a bit oddly, as though the air around it had been dented, but otherwise both her self and her stuff seemed to have made it over the waterfall in more or less decent condition.

      Tension Kell didn't even realize he'd been holding melted off his shoulders.

      "Fre!"

      "So you're alive after all."

      "Fre'ja …"

      Fre came to a halt on the beach, just above where their clothing lay out to dry, and stood with her hands on her hips. "What are you all standing around in the water for?"

      Nea was the first to reply. "We were thirsty," they said, voice deadpan and face unblinking.

      Fre almost nodded, but paused midmotion, confusion shadowing their brow.

      "We were looking for more supplies from the boat," Kell added before Nea could say anything else. "We didn't find much though."

      Fre nodded fully at that, face clearing. "A few things washed up further down with me, but I fear most was lost. We must rely on our wits and adventuring spirit to conquer this adversity!"

      She sounded far too chipper for being lost in the middle of nowhere at the crack of dawn. Kell liked adventure too. He preferred adventure when it happened after noon. Ten at the earliest.

      Kell rubbed the bridge of his nose and continued wading toward the shore. Ansel and Nea followed close after him. At least with all of them together again they could start to make a decent plan.

      Semi-decent plan.

      A plan.

      Kell would settle for a plan. Any plan at all. He wasn't picky.

      "Where have you been?" he asked Fre when he was close enough not to have to shout across the beach.

      "Scouting ahead!" Fre thumped her chest in excitement, the hollow, echoing sound of her armor bouncing across the lake. "I didn't find much though. A lot of forest. Another lake. What looked like pricklebear tracks, so best avoid that direction. This old fort. A herd of—"

      "A fort!"

      "A fort?"

      "A fort."

      Kell, Ansel, and Nea all spoke at the same time, more or less in unison but with widely different levels of enthusiasm and intonation.

      "Yeah? But there's nothing there," Fre said, nose wrinkled and brows drawn low over her eyes. "Just old, rotting books and other junk. Nothing useful."

      "That's still more than this lake has," Kell pointed out.

      Nea and Ansel both agreed, surprisingly. That settled the matter. Their supplies might be lost. They might be lost. But knowledge was everything! And almost-sort-of close to their original plan anyway!

      If nothing else, books made good fire-starters, and Ansel was looking rather cold.

      Kell didn't say that part out loud. He was fairly certain Ansel would rather freeze than burn a book. Kell could go either way, depending on the temperature. And the book.

      Jane Austen was worth freezing for. Dickens was for kindling. If they found any encyclopedias, those made pretty decent impromptu weapons. Maybe hang on to those.

      They agreed to set out in an hour or so, once their remaining clothes were dry enough to put on. With a half-decent plan in place, everyone was in far better spirits than they had started that morning. Ansel even felt up to using his healing-cum-fishing spell on the lake. Kell cringed to think of what it was doing to the local ecosystem, but they had fish for breakfast, and for lunch, and for the next five days after, so things were looking up.

      For people who liked fish, at least.

      Kell did not like fish.

      He hoped they found fruit trees on the way to wherever they were going.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          BUT WE HAD A PLAN

        

      

    

    
      Kell dreamed that night, after they'd set up camp in the crumbling remains of the fort. A normal dream, the kind he'd been having more of lately. No goddess or stars to bother him in his sleep, like they bothered him the rest of the time.

      Except that sometimes the stars were still there, and it bothered him even more, because he didn't know if it was them or his own mind now. Dreaming things that didn't matter. That weren't real.

      He could never tell anymore.
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      It started out innocuous enough. One minute Kell was lying down next to Ansel, too close to be proper but still too far to be lovers. And then he was standing, wide awake in the middle of a glowing forest. One of the trees had the face of his sixth-grade English teacher. He cringed back from it, and the whole forest shifted.

      He'd almost forgotten how weird normal weird dreams were. It seemed like so long since the last time he'd had them.

      Kell still had that wired, prescient feeling of knowing he was in a dream. Maybe that was a leftover sensation after being dragged through the dreamland lecture tour every night for a month. Even as he stood there, forest slowly spinning around him, the feeling was fading.

      So, okay, this probably was a dream. But he wasn't one hundred percent sure.

      Better check it out to be safe.

      Kell wandered through the trees. There were no paths, but the ground was clear beneath his feet, smooth and rootless and not very forest-like at all. The further he walked, the sparser the trees got.

      No, that wasn't right.

      There were still as many trees, but they were twisted and shrunken. Some looked burned, others half dead. The ground began to sink beneath his feet, sucking at his boots. Each step became harder than the last. His shoes squelched in the soft ground. The acrid smell of sulphur and rot filled his nose.

      Kell stopped. The world around him seemed to shimmer. He looked up at the sky, pale, grey, and dotted with only a handful of stars.

      That wasn't right either. The stars were there, ghosts of their former selves. Barely bright enough to be seen. Only a few stood out, shining above the rest. Flames to embers, but always burning.

      "Are you trying to tell me something?" Kell asked the fading stars. "Because if you are, this isn't an effective way to do it."

      There was no reply.

      He watched as darkness crept over the horizon. It seeped out of the marshy ground, spreading oil slick over the land and sky. One by one the stars flickered and went out, drowned in a sea of shadows. The forest faded. The ground dissipated. The whole dream turned to black.

      Kell's mind was quiet once more.
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      Kell opened his eyes to nothing but the broken ceiling above him, dimly outlined by the light of the stars. With each blink into wakefulness, Kell forgot the dream. The details slipped from his mind like water through his fingers, leaving him feeling wet, cold, and vaguely uneasy. He knew he'd been holding something, but all he had left was the feeling of what he'd held, with no memory of the shape it had taken before it had slipped away.

      Kell groaned quietly. It couldn't be later than four or five in the morning, but he knew he wasn't falling back to sleep now. Extricating himself from Ansel's embrace with a few muttered apologies, Kell rolled away from their impromptu camping spot and stood up. Stretching, Kell looked around. There wasn't much to see. The fort had ended up being a bit of a disappointment. Half collapsed, full of rotten wood and rusted nails, it barely looked like a building from a distance. Fre had been right. There wasn't anything of use here. Even Ansel had been fine using the books for kindling after reading through them.

      Trying to read through them, anyway. Most of them collapsed into dust the moment anyone so much as looked at them. Ansel was able to read the covers though. Manuals and surveys and a few guides to the local fauna. Nothing useful. Nothing Kell needed.

      They were back to square one. Undersupplied, underprepared, and always under pressure from the stars to do something. What, Kell was still vague on. But the pressure had been building steadily since they'd left Elvendale, a constant hum of white noise in the back of his mind.

      Kell sighed, rubbing his eyes. He considered lying back down again, blanketing himself in a cocoon of Ansel's arms and Fre's gentle snoring and pretending to sleep. But he was too antsy for that. He turned away from his sleeping companions and climbed through the ruins of the wall.

      Maybe he'd go watch the sunrise from what remained of the roof. That had always made him feel better back home.

      Kell picked his way carefully through the tumbled stones of the former courtyard, navigating by the light of the stars. He had almost made it to the outer wall when something caught his eye. A low light emanated from behind one of the ruined walls, dim but visible in the predawn glow.

      Kell paused, slowing his steps. He considered walking past it, continuing on to the roof as though he'd seen nothing at all.

      He didn't. Kell turned toward the light, picking his way through the falling timbers and loose stones. A section of wall had collapsed here, leaving only the bottom portion standing. In the lee of the wall, just barely protected from the elements, something shimmered.

      Kell crouched down to take a closer look. A pile of scrolls and old manuscripts lay in the corner, half rotten with age and wear. Loose-leaf paper mouldered away in heaps tied with twine, brown with mildew and curled at the edges. There wasn't even anything worth salvaging for his makeshift sketchpad here. About to shove himself back up, Kell hesitated.

      Wedged between a rock and a broken inkwell, a scrap of paper caught his eye. Folded and beaten but still in good condition, it looked out of place amongst the mold and dust that surrounded it.

      Kell extricated it slowly, carefully not to tear the edges. The paper glowed, faint and slightly pink. The same color of the stars, Kell realized, but he dismissed the thought.

      He unfolded the paper, not expecting much. The words swam before his eyes for a moment before he could read them.

      Rivers flow where they're meant to go. What mountains hide, water shows.

      Kell realized he'd read it in Lute's voice and grimaced. He had only met the mysterious elf bard once, but it sounded exactly like the sort of thing they would have said. That they had said, in fact, the last time they met. Kell still hadn't figured out if that had been the stars' doing or not.

      Kell flipped the paper over. There was another line on the back.

      Gods were chosen too, you know, by the stars above and songs below.

      Kell stared at the paper blankly for a while, flipping it back and forth until he had the words memorized.

      "You woke me up. For this," Kell whisper-yelled at the stars. "This?"

      The stars remained silent, as they had since Elvendale.

      "You, guh." Kell threw his hands up, crumpling the note in his fist. "That's it. I'm going back to bed."

      Despite his threat, Kell didn't move. He knew what the stars were getting at.

      Well, okay. He had no idea what the stars were getting at. Or how, to be honest. (No, seriously, how? Was Lute involved? He wouldn't put it past them, to be honest.)

      But he knew what they wanted. They had made that clear. He had no clue how to deliver on it. They knew that. He knew that. Everyone who had ever met him should know that.

      So why were they doing this now?

      He wasn't ready. They weren't supposed to be here, on the wrong side of the mountains in the wrong part of Allune.

      Or maybe the right part of Allune.

      Kell had realized, after his clothes and pack had dried, that he still had Yelki's map with him. Nea had grabbed it, infuriated but somewhat vindicated to see that there was no indication of a waterfall anywhere on the river.

      But there was a lake, small and blobby and just barely bordering the Lick King's territory.

      This wasn't what he'd planned. But was it what he needed? Was he ready? Would he ever be?

      Kell didn't know and the stars wouldn't say.

      Kell turned the scrap of paper over and over in his hands, letting the shh-chh of crinkling paper soothe his troubled thoughts. Things had seemed so simple a day ago. They'd had a plan. And now …

      Now the stars had a plan, and as always, Kell had no idea what it was.

      But that was destiny, wasn't it?

      He sat in the courtyard under the curve of the broken wall until well after the sun had risen, waiting for an answer to come to him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          COFFEE, TEA, OR DEATH?

        

      

    

    
      The smell of burning finally roused Kell from his thoughts. Burning and yelling.

      Kell tensed, listening. Had Dio found them again already? But there was an acrid, biting undercurrent to the smell that Dio's fire didn't have, and the yelling sounded like Nea. With maybe a bit of Ansel mixed in.

      Kell rocked back on his heels, smile forming on his lips. He could worry about the stars and their problems later. There would always be something else to worry about right now.

      He'd gotten through most of his life on that philosophy. He could damn well save the world on it.

      Rolling up into a standing position, Kell stretched, back popping. He ambled toward the sound of arguing and the smell of burnt almonds. Had someone found nuts for breakfast?

      Kell frowned.

      Had someone burnt nuts for breakfast?

      Kell hurried his steps. He liked nuts. He did not like fish. If he missed the opportunity to eat something other than fish today because of the stars and their prophetic nonsense, he was going to be so pissed.

      When he ducked into their makeshift camp in the only wing of the fort that was still mostly standing, Kell paused to take in the scene. Someone had dragged a heavy black pot over and started a fire under it. The liquid in the pot bubbled ominously, a sickly brown color that glooped and blurped and stung Kell's eyes.

      Nea stood over the pot, arms crossed and scowl fixed in place. Ansel was bent over a ways away, coughing and gagging. Fre was holding a cup with the delicacy and wariness one might hold a bomb or small, angry dog.

      Kell leaned against the doorframe, which sagged dangerously under his weight, and cleared his throat. Nea whirled around, a look somewhere between guilt and defiance on their face.

      "I made tea," they grumbled. "You're welcome."

      "That is not tea," Ansel wheezed. "That is nothing at all like tea."

      Fre shook her head in agreement.

      Kell walked over to the bubbling pot and peered in. It was the same color as five-day-old bathwater and the consistency of sock sweat. Kell grabbed a mug from next to the fire, so chipped and broken that only the bottom half of it remained. He helped himself to a cup of brew. Ignoring the groans of protest, he took a sip.

      Three sets of eyes watched him in growing disbelief as he drained the mug and refilled it.

      "Could use cream and five sugars, but not the worst coffee I've had," Kell said to Nea. "Better than the off-brand crap we had at work, that's for sure." Kell took another large sip. "Kinda missed this, to be honest."

      "You …" Nea seemed at a loss for words. "You actually like mountain nut tea?"

      "Not tea," Ansel said.

      "No, it's coffee," Kell said, frowning and drinking his coffee. It was a bit fruiter than the instant stuff he was used to back home. More like those artisanal blends he was too poor to afford more than once or twice a year. But it was definitely coffee.

      Or at least, the coffee-est tea he'd ever had.

      Fre looked between him and her own mug, expression guarded but curious. "You think this is good?"

      Kell had almost finished his second cup. He shrugged. "It's not about the taste. It's about the experience."

      "That's what I told them," Nea groused. "No one listened to me."

      "I listened to you," Ansel said, voice as dark and bitter as the coffee. "And it was a terrible mistake. I never imagined anything could taste so horrible!"

      "You get used to it," Nea and Kell both said at once, grinning at each other. Ansel groaned to himself, turning away and washing his mouth out from one of the canteens of water. Fre continued to watch her mug but had yet to drink from it. She looked at Kell, the corners of her eyes softening ever so slightly.

      "You okay?" she asked. "We missed you this morning."

      Kell nodded, then shook his head. "Yeah. Sorry, I had a lot to think about."

      Fre pursed her lips, worry deepening the lines above her brow. "You should eat something, then. An empty stomach never helped a full mind."

      Nea snorted. "Eat what? We've barely got any supplies except fish and mountain nuts and no one eats mountain nuts."

      "No, you poison people with them," Ansel muttered.

      "I've been thinking about that," Kell began before an argument could start. "We should … head west. We can't get back to the river with the cliffs in the way, and with no boat there's no point heading north. West is the only way to go."

      There was a beat of silence. Fre spoke first, voice unusually serious. "You know what's west, don't you?"

      Kell took a deep breath, involuntarily glancing up. "I know. Trust me. I know. But I don't see what choice we have. What choice I have. The stars have made that abundantly clear."

      "You always have a choice," Ansel said, fluttering over to Kell's side. "And we will support it, no matter what."

      "We can stick close to the mountains," Fre offered. "We don't need to travel inland."

      "I have contacts on the other side of the mountain," Nea said. "If we can cross, I can get us back on track to Port Hull."

      "I know these mountains," Fre said. "I can get us across."

      "Guys." Kell held out his free hand, the other clutching his mug to his chest. "Thank you. Really. I …"

      Ansel laid a gentle hand on his arm. "We said we would do this your way, Chosen. And we will."

      "I mean, I never said that," Nea grumbled. They crossed their arms. "But I never said I would see this through to the Lich King either. So."

      Kell shook his head. "None of you have to do either of those things. This is my problem to deal with."

      Fre stepped forward. "No. This is ours. What kind of heroes would we be to leave you to this alone? We will see this through together or not at all."

      Ansel squeezed Kell's arm reassuringly. Nea nodded. Kell blinked back tears, overwhelmed for a moment by the support his friends were showing to a cause that wasn't their own.

      A cause that was barely even his.

      "Thank you," he whispered again. Kell cleared his throat awkwardly. "Thanks. I guess we'll head west and … see what happens then."

      "Great plan, mister save-the-world."

      "It is a fine plan indeed!"

      Ansel nodded, standing close enough to Kell that their breathing synced. Kell's smile was bright and genuine. All the frustration and worry that had been building from that morning melted away. They had a plan again, of sorts, and they would see it through together. It was all he could have asked for.

      In his pocket, the note from the stars crinkled, whispered, and burned.
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      Following the mountains west was harder than they anticipated. The landscape dipped and peaked in jagged edges the further south they tried to go until it became impossible to keep moving forward. They were forced to backtrack more than once, weaving in and out of the rugged foothills, making little progress as they tried one path after another.

      The afternoon sun had begun to sink toward the horizon as they were once again trekking back toward the fort, their route forward having been blocked by impassable cliffs for the fifth time that day.

      "This is getting ridiculous," Kell complained, glaring at the sky and raising his voice. "What happened to finding my own way? What happened to not interfering? How are you even doing this?"

      "It is said that these mountains rose one thousand years ago when the stars touched the ground," Ansel offered with the expression of someone who wanted to be helpful but wasn't quite sure how to go about doing it.

      Fre nodded. "The stars split the ground asunder, punishing the daeyons and cutting them off from the lands beyond. So it is said."

      "Are you saying this is a thousand-year conspiracy to piss me off?"

      "The Everstars work in mysterious ways," Nea said, effortlessly slipping through the trees ahead of them. Their voice floated back, light and amused. "I mean, they did bring you here."

      "You know what? Fine." Kell threw up his hands. "Let's all march up to the Lick King's front door and ring his doorbell. Why not?"

      "What is a doorbell?" Ansel asked.

      Kell sighed.

      Fre piped up. "I don't think it's so much a door as a gate."

      "That was not the point I was making."

      "I don't think you can actually march up to it," Nea called back. "Pretty sure there's a moat of shade and bone surrounding his palace."

      "None of you are helping."

      "We are trying," Ansel said, sounding dejected.

      "You might be," Nea said, sliding out of the tree line to join them.

      Kell looked up at the stars. "Why are you doing this?" he asked them again.

      "destiny," they whispered back, their presence as infuriatingly calm and soothing as always. "this is the path the chosen walk."

      Kell pointed at the ground in front of him. "This specific path? This one right here? Because I'm pretty sure it goes nowhere."

      "the chosen goes where they need to go."

      "Where you want me to go."

      "the chosen—"

      "Ugh. Never mind." Kell folded his arms, only just becoming aware of everyone staring at him. "Er, what?"

      "You were arguing with the sky," Nea said, an amused lilt to their voice.

      "I was talking to the stars. Who are jerks, so you know."

      "Chosen!" Ansel gasped, looking truly scandalized. "You should not say such things," he whispered, as if worried the stars would overhear.

      "But they are!"

      "Maybe it's okay for him to say because he's the chosen," Fre said to Ansel, her brow creased.

      "It's okay because they are."

      "As much as I love insulting authority figures," Nea said, "I found something up ahead."

      "How could you find something? We've been back this way four times."

      "Five."

      "Again, not the point I was going for."

      Nea shrugged. "I don't know. I guess no one noticed it before. But there's a path to the side that loops back around. It seems to head into the mountains."

      "How far does it go?" Fre asked.

      "If I could see that from here, we wouldn't be having this conversation in the first place."

      Kell resisted the urge to roll his eyes. He gestured at Nea to lead the way. No harm checking it out, he reckoned. Well, no more harm than they'd already done that day. "Alright, let's see where this wild goose leads us."

      "What did you call me?" Nea demanded, eyes narrowed.

      "What? No—"

      "I believe he was referring to the path," Ansel said.

      Fre began to walk forward. "Come, then, let us follow the goose!"

      Kell rubbed the bridge of his nose but said nothing. The path turned out to be little more than a trail, barely visible between the trees. It did indeed wind back the way they had come, snaking through the trees and up into the foothills. They followed it for a good hour as it got narrower and steeper, the ground becoming less dirt and more rock the further they went. The trees on either side were replaced by boulders so large they had to pick their way around them.

      Fre said that was a good sign. No one else felt inclined to agree.

      "Are we in the mountains now?" Kell asked after another twenty minutes and eight boulders had passed. It was hard to see how far up they had come or how much further they could go.

      Fre shook her head. "Hardly. The eastern mountains are all but impassable. I can't imagine we'd get more than level with them."

      Kell groaned, pausing to lean against a boulder. "Then why are we doing this again?"

      His thighs burned. A week spent mostly sitting on a boat had not been kind to what little muscles he had.

      "If we can find a good trail, we can follow the base all the way west to a pass," Fre explained. "It's safer than, well …"

      "The alternative, yeah." Kell sighed, pushing himself back upright. "We gonna run into any dwarves up here? Trolls? Angry rock people? Anything I ought to know about? I feel like safer is awfully subjective around here."

      Fre looked at him blankly. "The rock monsters don't come down from the peaks much, but I haven't never heard of the other two."

      Ansel, who by far knew the most useful parts of local geography and anthropology, was mystified as well. "Forgive me, but what did you say you were worried about?"

      Kell tucked away Fre's comment about rock monsters for later. He'd mostly been joking about that. He didn't think she was joking about it though. And he really didn't like the sound of much.

      "You know. Dwarves. Like elves. Well, not like elves, but there are elves here, so. Look, will we run into any? Will it be a problem? Kind of don't want any more Elvendale surprises out here."

      Ansel frowned. "I am sorry, but I do not know what you are talking about. There are no elves living on this side of the mountain anymore. There have not been for a thousand years."

      "Yeah, but what about dwarves?"

      "What is a dwarves?" Nea asked, dropping back to join the conversation.

      Kell hesitated. "They're, you know." Kell gestured in front of his face, trying to express everything he did know about dwarves with a few aborted hand flails. "And they, well, uh. They mine?"

      "They're yours?" Fre asked, looking more confused by the minute.

      "No, they—"

      "Look!" Nea shouted, interrupting him.

      "A dwarves?" Fre asked.

      "No, munghead, a cliff."

      "How is that surpr—" Kell started to say, but then he saw what Nea meant. The path dropped away a few yards ahead, ending abruptly on yet another sheer edge of impossibly vertical rock. The only difference was that this time they were at the top of it. A minor improvement, in Kell's mind, but a definite improvement. The view was certainly better. Less grey wall and more picturesque valley.

      "O-oh," Ansel whimpered, latching onto to Kell's arm and swaying slightly. "M-maybe we should head back."

      Fre and Nea proceeded to the edge, heedless of Ansel's words. Kell lingered back, patting Ansel on the arm. "Let's get our bearings and then we'll leave, okay?"

      Ansel nodded, clearly unhappy but unwilling to protest further.

      Kell edged forward a little more, peering around Fre. He could see the lake from here, shining navy and silver in the afternoon light. It was smaller than he had imagined. Or they had traveled further than he had thought.

      Beyond, the landscape turned to forest at first, green and patchy. The further west, the patchier it got, until the trees turned brown and deathly and fell away entirely, leaving only marsh and scrubland behind. There was something mesmerizing about the transition, the way the green faded in ombré hues to grey, brown, and black. Fog hung thick in the air to the west, giving everything a hazy, dreamy air.

      On the horizon, a looming black castle rose from the dying land, jagged and imposing. It seemed to float above the ground, not touching it.

      "One guess who lives there," Kell muttered to himself. "Pretentious bastard."

      To the left and right, the mountains rose bleak and razor sharp above the land. Kell could see no paths or inlets into them. They edged in the Lick King's territory, keeping him away from the rest of Allune. Or the rest of Allune away from him.

      Maybe that's why nobody actually did any fighting here. The geography didn't let them.

      Nice move, stars, Kell thought. He felt their rumbling reply in the back of his mind, warm and amused.

      Kell looked away from the palace, scanning the rest of the valley below for anything useful. A cave. A better fort. A library with a reference section on magical interference and destiny.

      In the distance, nearly straight ahead, a tower loomed over the forest. Kell pointed at it. "What's that?"

      "A tower," Nea answered, in the voice of someone talking to a toddler.

      Kell bit back his first reply. "Thank you. Anyone know what it's for?"

      Fre squinted at it. "Daeyons, probably. They've been taking over more and more land on this side. Looks like the sort of thing they'd build out in the middle of nowhere."

      "Showy and useless?"

      Fre nodded. "Aye, that's daeyons."

      "Cool. Let's head there first."

      Ansel sighed. "Why?" His voice sounded strained.

      "Because we're kinda lost and they can give us directions. And maybe tell us stuff."

      "You want to go up to a tower of potentially evil daeyon sorcerers and ask for directions." Nea stared at him with their two-tone eyes, brows raised.

      "Well, Fre could beat the directions out of them," Kell offered. "And then we can ransack the place for supplies or something. I mean, they've got to have more to offer than an abandoned fort."

      Apparently, that was the right thing to say. Fre nodded, Nea smiled, and Ansel relaxed. Kell honestly hoped it wouldn't come to that though. The threat of Fre was sufficient to get people to cooperate with them. He'd hate to have to resort to actual violence.

      Even against demons.

      Who he was not entirely sure were that evil.

      Kell swallowed down a sigh. This was all getting so complicated. After a week of relative peace and reflection on the river, he still didn't feel like he had a handle on what was going on. Probably because no one ever told him what was going on unless he fought for it, and even then the details were iffy. Looking out over the Lick King's palace, so close and yet still so far away, made everything so much more real than it had before. This had all been fun and adventure, and okay, almost dying that one time with Dio, but …

      This was real.

      Kell could walk up to the Lick King's front door. He could end this. He had no idea how, and the stars wouldn't tell him, but he could.

      And it terrified him.

      He hadn't had his lighthearted adventure. He had barely been heroic. He wasn't ready. Going up to a tower of demons wasn't a bright idea, but it was an adventurous one. It felt like something a hero might do. And Kell needed practice doing that.

      The stars disagreed, but he didn't bother listening to them.

      They stood there on the cliff with the wind whipping their cloaks and grabbing at their hair for several minutes. Ansel had his eyes closed, head bowed and hidden in Kell's hair. Fre looked over the mountains. Kell wondered if she was thinking of her home. Nea glared at the lake. Kell wondered if they were thinking about their boat.

      Kell was the first to break the silence. "It's not the Fracken Woods, but it's kinda beautiful here, isn't it?"

      Fre nodded, a quiet sadness to the set of her jaw. "I had missed it."

      "I heard that orlks had the best views," Nea said, turning to look at Fre. More specifically, to stare at Fre's pecs, on full and constant display in her invisible armor. Fre's gaze was still directed out over the mountains. She didn't notice.

      Kell did. He choked back a giggle, earning a dirty glare from Nea. He flashed them a thumbs-up and threw in a wink for good measure. Nea made what looked like a rude hand sign back at him. The specifics were lost on him, but he could read the intent clearly enough.

      "I am sure it is lovely," Ansel murmured plaintively. "Would it not be as lovely closer to the ground?"

      "Sorry, sorry," Kell said, trying to keep his previous amusement from showing in his voice. He didn't want Ansel to think he was laughing at him. "Let's find a way down. And maybe somewhere to camp."

      Fre held her hand up to the sky, gauging the sun. "We can make it back to the fort well before nightfall."

      "Works for me," Kell said. "We'll try this again tomorrow. Not like there's any hurry, right?"

      His friends chorused their agreement; the stars whispered their dissent over and over again in his mind.
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      Kell pulled Ansel aside later that night, after they had settled back into camp at the abandoned fort and eaten a sad dinner of bland fish and unripe fruit.

      "Can we talk?" he asked, glancing at Fre and Nea, deep in conversation about the merits of ambushes. "Alone?"

      Ansel swallowed nervously, looking down. "O-of course."

      Kell almost said Not about that. But he didn't know what that was. He said nothing, ducking outside the half-collapsed fort and gesturing for Ansel to follow him. They walked to the edge of the collapsed ramparts and sat together on a fallen section of wall.

      The night was peaceful, filled with the silence of nature. Above them, the sky spooled out in speckled indigo waves. There was no light pollution out here in the mountains. The stars shone brighter than Kell had ever seen them.

      Kell slipped an arm around Ansel's back, running a hand over the soft down of his lower wings. Ansel shivered and moved closer, laying his head on top of Kell's and breathing into his hair. It was distracting.

      Kell did have things he wanted to talk about. Too many. About them, about this. Kell was content with the way things were between them, but he knew Ansel wanted more. He didn't have the headspace to process that right now. But he thought that, once he figured everything else out, kissing Ansel would be nice.

      Maybe more, after.

      The stars ruined everything for him.

      "Ans," Kell breathed out, the name like a prayer on his lips. He could feel Ansel tensing under his arm. "Sorry to drag you out here. The others can be so loud."

      "It is no bother," Ansel said, sounding bothered.

      "You say that now. Look, I know this is a weird question—well, not that weird—but I think it would help and I'm not sure how to go about it and the stars are not helping and you—"

      "Kell," Ansel murmured, laying a hand on Kell's thigh.

      "Er, yes?"

      "I do not understand a thing you have said."

      Kell laughed. "Sorry. I get caught up in my own mind, and …" He shook his head. "Can you hear her?"

      Ansel pulled away and stared at him, a slight frown marring his features. "I am sorry?"

      "Her. Squash. The Dawn Goddess. Do you hear her anymore? Does she still try to talk to me? The stars blocked her number, which was great because her dreams were spam, but now I don't have any way to call her back."

      Ansel took a moment to answer. "I have heard her, yes. She is not as loud as she used to be, however. Not after we left Moonwood. And sometimes, ah …"

      "Sometimes what?"

      Ansel shook his head, hair fluffing over his ears and falling adorably into his eyes. "Sometimes I think I can hear the others too. My people. Calling me … or, more likely, calling her. It is not important either way."

      "But she's definitely still there?"

      "Of course. The Dawn Goddess would never simply vanish. She has always been and will always be."

      The stars muttered dissent in the back of Kell's mind. He shushed them and focused on Ansel. "Do you know how to contact her? I need to ask her … a lot, actually."

      Ansel crossed his arms, fidgeting uncomfortably. "I know of a way."

      Kell waited. No more was forthcoming. "And?"

      "You must find a place that nears the clouds," Ansel said reluctantly.

      "Oh, like the evil demon tower?"

      "I suppose that would do, yes."

      "And then what?"

      "Speak to her in the ancient way, and she will answer your prayer."

      "Can you show me how to do that?"

      "I can try. But you cannot mean—"

      "I do. Even if Fre has to bash our way through a whole tower of demons to do it. Look, the stars don't tell me anything useful. There's no way we're finding a library or helpful sage out here in the mountains, hilarious as that would be. She knows things."

      She's also half the problem, Kell thought but didn't say. Ansel didn't need to know that. He still believed everything was worth fixing.

      Ansel sighed. "I see. I will assist you, of course. If I can. Was that all you wished to ask me?"

      The way he asked it was a little too detached to be casual. Kell thought of all the things unsaid between them, the little ways they still didn't fit together quite right.

      "Yeah."

      Ansel looked away.

      Kell leaned his forehead on Ansel's shoulder. "But maybe we can stay out here a bit longer. Just us. I missed this."

      Ansel held himself taut for a moment more before relaxing back against Kell. He curled his arms around Kell's waist, and he buried his face in Kell's hair. "The others may start to worry," he murmured.

      "I doubt they'll even notice."

      "They will."

      "We can go back later."

      "Yes," Ansel agreed. "Later."

      He said it like a promise. They could go back in later. They could talk later. They could figure this out later.

      As long as they had a later, they would be fine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          THE REAL TREASURE WAS INSIDE US ALL ALONG

        

      

    

    
      The coffee was even worse the next morning.

      Kell woke to the smell of roasting beans, burnt and with just a hint of licorice. Ansel refused to go near the pot, and Fre politely declined to have any. Kell drank four mugs of it before Nea cut him off. He would have badgered them for more, but the world had started to vibrate after the third mug.

      Kell knew a limit when he'd gone over it.

      God, he'd missed coffee. Maybe that was everything wrong with this world. Not enough people drank coffee. He could fix that. He'd even enjoy it. He'd worked as a barista for almost a month. It would be easy.

      Hell, he could start his own Starbucks here. Not like any transdimensional lawyers were going to stop him.

      Transdimensional lawyers aren't a thing, right? he asked the stars. You would tell me if they were.

      The stars tumbled about in the back of his mind, or maybe his mind tumbled about and the stars were just in it. He was fairly sure they said no.

      "I don't know how you're doing this, but keep at it," he told Nea. "The fate of the world may depend on it."

      "Yeah, you're not getting any more."

      Kell pouted. "I was being serious."

      "And that is why you're cut off."

      "I cannot comprehend how you drink that," Ansel said.

      "Coffee is the reason to get up in the morning."

      Ansel managed to look disappointed in him without changing his expression. "You are joking, surely."

      "Of course," Fre boomed. "The call of adventure and the need for heroes is the true reason to rise every morning!"

      Nea snorted. "I get up when I have to piss."

      Kell turned to them. "You get up before dawn every single day."

      Nea grinned. "Why do you think they're called the wee hours of the morning?"

      Kell groaned. Ansel, surprisingly, burst into muffled giggles. Fre didn't get it. The more she asked what the joke was, the harder Ansel laughed—and the harder he tried to conceal it.

      "Why are you like this?" Kell asked Nea.

      "My muni didn't love me enough."

      "Fair."

      Fre frowned down at all three of them. "If you are finished, there is adventure to be had."

      Ansel clamped his hands even tighter over his mouth, bending over slightly. His wings shook in suppressed laughter. Kell watched him with a fond look on his face. It was rare to see Ansel so amused by something so childish. He was the closest thing their group had to a responsible adult.

      Other than maybe Fre. She was responsible. When she wasn't raring to do something reckless and/or violent in the name of heroism. Like storm a tower full of demons because Kell didn't feel like doing what he was supposed to.

      Okay, maybe none of them were responsible adults.
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      Kell had never been very good at judging distance. After two days of travel, the tower still loomed as tall and distant on the horizon as it had when they started out.

      He was getting bored again. And he'd thought travelling through the fields and farms of mid-Allune had been dull. It was nothing compared to the barren north. No towns broke the forest. No farms cultivated the wilderness. There was nothing to do but walk and hope they'd find something to eat along the way, and that grew scarcer by the day. The further they traveled from the mountains, the more inhospitable the land became, until barely anything but bitter mountain nuts grew.

      At least they had coffee. Kell could live on coffee alone for at least a year. He'd done it in college. He could do it here.

      The others … not so much.

      "Are we there yet?" Kell whined, forcing one foot in front of the other. Even the walking was growing tiresome. "Why couldn't we have horses? Aren't we supposed to have horses?"

      "What are you talking about now?" Nea muttered.

      "The heroes always have horses in the movies."

      "Horses cannot cross the mountains or be raised on this side of them," Ansel said. "They are also quite expensive."

      "We could have stol—"

      "No."

      Kell sighed but didn't argue with Ansel. Nea dropped back to walk next to them; Fre had disappeared into the trees up ahead. She'd said she was going to hunt. She'd said that the last two days. They were still eating bark.

      Nea shoved Kell in the arm. "You know, we'd be halfway there if you two didn't move so slow."

      "Sorry—"

      "I'd move faster if I was motivated."

      "I thought you were motivated."

      Kell shook his head. "Nah. That motivation ran out like a day ago. I'm already bored of this tower thing. I want something to happen now—"

      The ground beneath Kell's feet buckled. He pitched forward, arms flailing at his sides. He grabbed onto the first thing he could grasp. It happened to be Nea. There was a brief moment when Kell felt like he was standing on nothing but air.

      The ground gave way. Kell plummeted into a tunnel of darkness, dragging Nea behind him. The last thing he remembered was the sound of screaming: his own, Nea's, but most of all Ansel's.

      It was a sound he hated more than anything.
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      Kell opened his eyes reluctantly.

      Everything hurt. His back hurt. His neck ached. His head throbbed. Even his teeth were in pain. Or maybe his jaw. His whole face. His whole everything.

      Was this what death felt like? Mildly uncomfortable and somewhat damp?

      An ignoble death for a forgettable—

      "You're fine, munghead. Get up."

      Kell groaned. "I don't feel fine. I feel dead."

      "You can't feel dead," Nea replied. "Stop whining and be useful."

      Kell pushed himself up onto his elbows, looking around. He couldn't see far. A carpet of wet leaves and sticky moss lay around and beneath them. It must have broken their fall. Kell ran a hand through his loose hair, picking leaves and unidentifiable organic matter out of it.

      The cave(?) they'd fallen into was murky, lit dimly by the crack in the ceiling above. He couldn't tell the depth or size of the area they'd landed in nor whether it led further out or was contained to only this one room.

      He knew only one thing for certain.

      The hole they'd fallen through was an awfully long way up, and there was not a single convenient wall in sight to climb.

      "Where are we?" he asked.

      "I don't know." Nea was suddenly by his side, eyes all but glowing in the gloom. "Why don't you ask your precious stars?"

      "I …" Kell trailed off, sighing. He pushed himself up into a sitting position, massaging his aching shoulders. "This is so not funny anymore."

      "It wasn't funny last time."

      "It was kinda funny."

      Nea glared at him.

      "A little funny?"

      Nea shook their head. "You are only encouraging them, and that is a phrase I never thought I would say."

      Kell craned his neck, peering into the gloom around them "Is it just us?"

      "Wingboy's not here, if that's what you're asking. You only dragged me down with you. So thanks." Nea didn't sound at all thankful.

      "Welcome," Kell replied automatically. Nea hit his arm. It hurt, a new bruise atop the ones he'd already gotten. Kell was getting soft, travelling with Ansel. He was too used to being healed after every little scrape, pinch, or broken nail that befell him.

      On the plus side, Ansel was safe. Even if Kell did miss him and his minty-fresh magic.

      Kell put that thought aside for now. There was no need to worry.

      Ansel would be looking for a way to get them out.

      That way was, more likely than not, called Fre. Kell couldn't help but wonder what was taking her so long. Usually she jumped at the first sign of danger or adventure or something to do. Loudly and obviously jumped, telegraphing her presence from at least a football field away.

      Kell couldn't hear her now. Whatever aid she might bring was either a long way off, or …

      He shook himself. No use thinking of hypotheticals when he was already trapped in one. He couldn't hear much of anything, anyway, beyond the quiet sound of his own breathing, underlain by the even quieter sound of Nea's. And the occasional elvish swear as they fumbled with something in the dark.

      "What are you doing?" he asked.

      "Making a concoction to counteract the tenebrosity of this cavern."

      Kell's eyes had begun to adjust to the dim light. He could just barely see Nea beside him, fumbling in the dark with one of their many indistinguishable potion bottles. It was hard to tell what they were doing with it. The color of the potion was greener and mossier than he remembered.

      At least it wasn't exploding.

      "Right. What are you doing?" he asked again.

      Nea sighed. "I'm making a light."

      "How—"

      Nea dropped something into the bottle. The moment it touched the liquid inside, the entire bottle began to glow with a neon-green light. It didn't illuminate very much of the cavern, but it cast a small circle of light a yard or so around them.

      "It will only last a few hours unless I can find more ingredients." Nea held the bottle up, swirling the mixture around. A single twig floated in the middle. The light seemed to be coming from it.

      "So it's basically a glowstick."

      "It is a stick that glows, yes. Must you really ask such banal questions?"

      "Never mind," Kell muttered. "Hey, why don't you use magic? I mean, the potions are cool, but wouldn't magic be easier?"

      "Elven magic is dying." Nea's voice was flatter than usual, bitter and cold as it echoed in the reaches of the cavern.

      What?"

      "All magic is," they continued, softer now. "Just in different ways. Humans lost theirs years ago. Daeyons kept theirs but at the most horrendous price. And celesians … are as unreliable as their magic is. Magic can no longer be trusted. But alchemy never fails."

      Kell thought back to what the stars had said. All that magic was, they were. And they were fading too.

      "I can see the appeal." Kell was silent for a moment. "But if everyone knows that the magic is dying, why has nothing been done? Why does no one seem to care? Why aren't more people worried about it?"

      "Because the chosen will fix it."

      Kell grimaced. "There it is."

      "And, anyway … it's been happening for so long. I guess it just seems normal now. The stars fell, the land changed, magic got weird. That was a millennium ago. No use getting worked up over it now."

      "People keep saying that. About the stars falling. What happened?"

      Nea shrugged, leaning back and looking up. "Dunno, really. Dunno if it even was the stars. Could have just been a bad earthquake. But a thousand years ago, the land was reshaped. These mountains, the wastelands to the northwest, even these caves, most likely."

      "That … does sound more like an earthquake. Or some kind of major tectonic collision."

      "Yeah. But. That's also when they started fighting."

      "When they … oh. Your dumb gods."

      "Mhmm. Funny thing is …"

      "What?"

      "You know, if you read the old books. The really old ones, the ones no one wants to acknowledge exist anymore. There's no mention of either of them from before that time."

      "Maybe no one cared until they were fighting," Kell suggested.

      "Maybe," Nea agreed.

      They sat in silence for a long time after that. It was hard to tell how much time passed in the dark. It could have been five minutes or five hours. There was still no sound of Fre or Ansel above. Kell grew restless the more time passed.

      Restless, not worried. As much as he acknowledged that danger was a thing that happened to people, and possibly even himself, he had trouble wrapping his head around the concept of actually being in danger.

      Besides, there was a whole mysterious cavern down here to explore. There could be treasure!

      He had no idea why the stars had seen fit to drag him down here unless it was their idea of a joke. But they did owe him a magic sword. If he missed out on that because he'd just sat around waiting to be rescued, he'd never forgive himself.

      "Alright!" Kell pushed himself to his feet. Nea glared at him from where they had settled, cross-legged and meditative, next to him. "Enough sitting around. Time to explore."

      Nea looked around pointedly. "Explore what?"

      "Exactly! We won't know until we look."

      Nea groaned.

      "That's what makes it fun," Kell added.

      "Port Hull would have been fun."

      "What does Port Hull have that this cave might not?"

      Nea stood up beside him and began counting on their fingers. "Libraries. Taverns. Marketplaces. Brothels."

      "Sure, but … Wait, brothels?"

      Nea rolled their eyes. "It is a port city."

      "Well, yeah, but are you allowed to say that?"

      "Yes. I have … had g'ald."

      "I mean, fair enough. Not really what I expected from you, but fair enough."

      "Why not? Because I'm elven? Because I'm lunariel? Because you think I should be something better than the kind of person who knows where the good brothels are?"

      Kell didn't even know what that kind of person was. He still wasn't sure what the luna-thing was, what the deal with elves was, or any of the things that were normal to the people of Allune. But for some reason, everyone kept assuming he did.

      Maybe it was a good thing.

      He wouldn't point it out.

      "Because I thought you didn't like people," Kell said.

      "If you can like people and not want to fuck them, then I can dislike people and still want to fuck them."

      Kell felt heat rising to cheeks. He was glad of the dim lighting in the cavern. A number of replies ran through his head, but in the end he really didn't have anything to say to that. He nodded mutely in agreement.

      Nea was more perceptive than he'd thought. It wasn't like he or Ansel went around talking about their relationship.

      It wasn't like they talked about their relationship much at all.

      They should. More. They really should.

      Kell shook his head. "Sorry," he muttered. "Didn't mean to …"

      "Whatever. You're not the only one who's bored here." Nea sighed and held their glow-stick potion higher. "Come on. Let's go find some adventure or whatever. It's better than sitting around, I guess."

      "You sure?"

      "Eh, why not? Maybe we'll find a way out of here."

      "That's the spirit!" Kell clapped Nea on the shoulder—very, very lightly—and set off in the most promising-looking direction. "I mean, hopefully we'll find something better than just a way out of here. Like treasure. Ancient weapons left by storied heroes. Magic potions of great power. You know, the usual."

      "What kind of caves have you been falling into?" Nea asked, sounding both skeptical and jealous.

      "Well, not me personally—"

      "Never mind. Let's just look for a way out. I haven't heard anything from above since wingboy went looking for Fre. It's too quiet for my liking."

      "Fre's up there. They'll be fine."

      "I'm worried about us, munghead."

      "Oh." Kell had given up on worrying about himself. Either the stars were right, he was the chosen, and everything was always basically fine, or they weren't. And what could he do anyway? Worrying didn't seem particularly productive.

      (Not to say he didn't worry. It just wasn't usually about himself.)

      "We'll be fine?"

      Nea overtook him, striding past him to walk ahead. They turned around to look back at him, gracing him with a single raised eyebrow. "Was that a question or a statement?"

      "We'll be fine. I'm the chosen one. I can't die in a cave like this. Pretty sure it's against some kind of code."

      Nea snorted. "Keep telling yourself that, Kellie. Maybe we'll make it out of here yet."

      "Either way, it's an adventure. It's what we wanted."

      "It's what you wanted."

      Kell had nothing to say to that. Guilt niggled at the back of his mind, both soothed and inflamed by the stars. Was this what he wanted?

      Or was it what they wanted?

      It was becoming harder to tell, some days.

      They walked in silence for a way, the cavern passing monotonously by. Only the click-click of Kell's worry beads broke the devout stillness of the cave. Kell played with his bracelet as they walked, not bored per se, but finding it hard to be as still and silent as the air around him.

      Still and silent and bland. The walls, the floor, the ceiling all blended into a wall of gloomy, indistinguishable rock. If it weren't for the single beam of sunlight that showed where they'd fallen in, Kell would have worried about becoming hopelessly lost.

      Instead of just, well, hopefully lost.

      Kell mulled over Nea's words as they traversed empty space after emptier space. Nea's motivation for traveling this far had never been clear. Besides escaping whatever stuffy expectations their court and parents held of them, they didn't seem drawn to adventure any more than Ansel was.

      Though they didn't seem quite as adverse either.

      "What do you want?" Kell asked finally, breaking the almost church-like reverie of the cavern.

      "Hmm?"

      "You never said before whether you wanted to go back home. Or why you came this far with us. You could have dumped the lot of us the first time we ran aground and been free of …" Kell waved his arm around the cavern. "… this."

      "I could have."

      "You didn't."

      "I didn't."

      "You're not going to say more, are you?"

      "Look, I don't know, okay?" Nea stomped ahead, though not so far that Kell fell out of the circle of light. "Maybe I wanted to find out."

      Kell nodded seriously and replied in his best somber voice. "Maybe the real treasure is what we learn about ourselves."

      "Shut up."

      Kell giggled and hurried to catch up with Nea. The cavern tumbled on ahead of them, endless and winding. They walked through wide-open rooms so big they couldn't tell where one ended and another began. They crawled through tunnels and slipped through cracks between stone. They circled around, spiraling up and down and over and under themselves until even Kell couldn't keep track of where they were and where they had been.

      They didn't find any treasure.

      Nea's light began to fade.

      "I think we might be lost."

      Nea stopped, pivoting on one heel to look at Kell. "No. Really."

      "Just pointing it out."

      "Do you want to be useful?"

      "Debatable."

      "Ask your stars to get us out of here. This is their fault to begin with."

      Kell hummed in reply. He'd agreed with Nea before that the whole falling into the suspiciously placed cave was their fault. But the longer they spent down here, the less sure he became.

      The stars were the calling-card kind of criminal. They always returned to the scene of the crime, usually to give unhelpful advice to the investigators.

      Kell hadn't felt anything from them. Not for a while now. He had no idea what that was supposed to mean.

      Or why we're in a cave, he thought, half-directed at the stars. Why are we in a cave?

      "the chosen goes where they need to go."

      "Is that all you have to say anymore?"

      The stars seemed to flounder for an answer.

      "Never mind, I don't care. Just show me how to get out of here. Please. I really don't think this is where I need to be."

      "you are right," the stars agreed, as annoyingly cryptic as ever. "you know where you need to be."

      "What? No, I don't. Hey, get back here!"

      "I see that went well," Nea drawled.

      Kell glared at the ceiling, or what little he could see of it, until he knew the stars were not going to say anymore. He could feel them the way he always could, distant and observant. But nothing more than that.

      "They said I already know how to get out. I think. That or I'm gonna die down here."

      "Bit open to interpretation."

      "Isn't all mystic advice?"

      "Everstars guide us indeed," Nea muttered.

      "Maybe it's not about the stars," Kell said slowly, rolling an idea around his head. "Maybe it is about me."

      "I thought that was the problem."

      "No, like …" Kell struggled with a way to say what he was thinking diplomatically. "Maybe I do know the way out. I just don't know I know. Let me try leading."

      He reached for the glowstick potion. Nea yanked it out of his reach. "Why?"

      "Because I'm the chosen one. And you got lost on your own boat."

      Nea made a face but relinquished the potion to Kell. It was cold to the touch, surprisingly so. Kell fumbled the bottle, nearly dropping it. He ignored Nea's pointed look and held it up high. Every direction looked (and felt) the same to him. The darkness unraveled around them in twists and turns, hidden shadows leading to more tunnels, more tunnels leading to dead-end rooms.

      Kell understood what Nea meant about this cave system forming in an earthquake. It was endless and irregular, and more than anything else, pointless.

      If the stars really had made it, surely there would have been something more to it. Rooms. Regular-sized tunnels. Planning.

      Kell put that thought aside and picked a direction. Nea followed a few steps behind. The difference became apparent almost immediately. The ground beneath their feet began to slope upwards. The air tasted fresher. The gloom receded, and the walls became more regular and properly shaped.

      Kell expected to see torches lining them next. He was only mildly disappointed when they never manifested.

      Nea grumbled behind him. He couldn't make out exactly what they were saying. He turned to face them, walking backward up the perfectly even, perfectly normal tunnel.

      "You think if we go back it will all be like this?" he asked.

      "We are not going back."

      "Okay, but if we—"

      Nea grabbed his shoulder and spun him around, pushing him forward uphill. "Not happening."

      Kell pouted. "But nothing happened!"

      "Exactly."

      "But—"

      "Wingboy will be worried about you."

      Kell flinched. "Fuck."

      Nea patted him on the shoulder. "There, there. I'm sure something fun will happen. Eventually. Just be a good little chosen and …"

      "And what?"

      "Oh, who knows."

      "Uh-huh."

      The tunnel curved, winding around itself a few times before straightening out again to burst into the light.

      Well, not exactly burst.

      More like … slope gently and gradually upwards into the light.

      Even Nea agreed it could have been more dramatic.

      By the time they climbed up to the tunnel's entrance, they were both tired and aching. Kell's legs burned from the constant walking, and his shoulder throbbed from holding the light up for even a short time. This had been a far cry from the caves he'd dreamed of exploring as a kid. Caves like Aladdin's, full of wonder and adventure. Though, knowing his luck, he would have gotten the Princess and the Goblins route instead.

      Even the goddess's murder dungeon had been, if not more fun, then at least more engaging.

      Nea shoved ahead of him to run the last few feet into the sunlight. Kell trudged up behind them. In the bright light of day, the cave seemed even more pointless. Even more meaningless. Kell dismissed the thought, pushing aside his disappointment and frustration, writing it off as just another thing this world couldn't get right.

      In the back of his mind a kernel of doubt lingered, awash with thoughts of destiny and destinations, and a thousand years of falling stars.

      It was probably nothing.

      Kell came up beside Nea, looking out over the same scenery they had so abruptly departed that morning. Same scraggly trees, same rocky terrain. Same tower in the distance. It didn't look any further or closer than it had that morning. They couldn't be too far from where they'd fallen.

      Kell glanced back at the tunnel behind them. It looked so promising from this side. Open and even, sloping gently down into the kind of darkness that could hold everything and anything. Treasure. Adventure. Knowledge and quests and the kind of glory heroes sought with abandon. He turned away. It didn't seem that appealing anymore.

      Kell looked up at the stars, aware of them looking down at him.

      "For the record, none of this counted."

      The stars hummed in the back of his mind, low, content, and full of secrets he was only beginning to realize he didn't understand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 5?

          

          WHAT FRESH HORROR IS—OH, IT'S JUST YOU

        

      

    

    
      It took them five hours to find any trace of their companions. It would have taken less time had Nea not insisted that they recognized this one specific tree from earlier and led them around in circles for hours.

      They seemed frustrated after the cave. Kell didn't have the heart to correct them, to the star's initial amusement and growing confusion. Sure, maybe he would have found the right path himself. Sure, he could have pointed out to Nea that, actually, they'd passed the same tree and pile of rocks nine times already and were going to pass it a tenth after making another half-mile circuit. Sure, it might have been the better thing to do.

      But Nea seemed like they were trying to prove something. What, Kell wasn't sure. Maybe Nea wasn't either. It seemed important, so Kell didn't interfere.

      The stars were not so patient.

      In the end, it wasn't their companions they found first.

      "What on earth are you doing?"

      It was Myste.

      "You know you've been going around in circles for the last hour," Myste demanded. She was perched on a branch above the twisting path, looking down at them. Myste always had an air of looking down at people, despite her diminutive stature and young age.

      The fact that she dressed like the anime version of a Victorian governess only added to the effect. Her strawberry-blond curls were pinned up today, piled high on her head and held in place with lace and pins. Her shoes were sharp and pointy, and they looked unnecessarily difficult to get off.

      Kell stopped, glad to have an excuse to rest. He plopped himself down on the nearest rock and grinned up at Myste, offering her a lazy wave. "Oh, it's definitely been longer than that."

      Nea growled. "Not her again. I only have one good potion left and don't have the patience right now to make more."

      "What's a bad potion?" Kell asked before changing his mind. "Wait, never mind. Don't want to know."

      Myste tossed her head, drawing their attention back to her. "I'm only here to talk to the dumb one. You can leave, elf."

      "Like I'm letting you out of my sight."

      Kell clapped his hands. "Now that we're all reacquainted—"

      "Like you have that power," Myste spat back at Nea, ignoring Kell.

      "—and here, was there a reason—"

      "Like you have any power."

      "—you came all this way out here, not—"

      "Like you do!"

      "—that I'm not flattered, but are you even listening?"

      Myste didn't answer. She was caught in a staring match with Nea. Kell sighed. They did both seem the kind to hold grudges, but the whole Fracken Woods thing had been almost two whole weeks ago! Like, shouldn't everyone be over it by now?

      Myste and Nea continued to glare at each other.

      Guess not.

      Kell cleared his throat. "Not that this isn't fun, but why are you here, Myste?"

      Myste tore her eyes away from Nea with visible reluctance to regard Kell. "I came to ask you what the … heck you think you're doing."

      "Well you wasted a trip," Nea muttered. They relaxed a little, enough to hop onto Kell's rock and sit next to him, still glaring daggers at Myste.

      "Yeah …" Kell shifted on his stony seat and rubbed at the back of his neck. "I mean, I have no idea. We lost our boat. We've lost our friends. We're literally lost. I don't know what you want from me."

      Myste stared at them both, quiet and contemplative. The late afternoon sun reflected off the buttons on her dress, catching on her hair and lashes, turning the pendant around her neck into a blazing purple fire. She took a deep breath, releasing it in a sigh so deep it shook her whole body. "I loathe you with every inch of my being."

      Kell beamed at her. "Well, that's not a lot of loathing."

      Myste leaned forward, bracing her elbows on her knees and sinking her face into her hands. "Why? Why are you so terrible at this? And still here? Why do you get to do everything wrong? Why does it work for you?"

      "Wish I knew."

      "You're not even good at this."

      "I have heard from several reliable sources that I'm not good at anything, so, no surprise there." Kell shrugged, rolling his shoulders open wide and letting his hands splay in the air before letting them fall back into his lap. "But at least I'm trying. Sort of."

      Myste whispered something into her hands, too low and muffled for Kell to understand.

      "Come again?"

      "This could have been me."

      Kell hesitated. Even Nea seemed taken aback by that.

      "It could …" Kell said slowly, looking at Myste's delicate form, her youthful features even more pronounced by the way she curled into herself. He couldn't imagine her standing on the square in that first town, guards holding her tiny shoulders while Professor Throat-Clearer gave a speech on why she had to die. Just thinking about it made him angry.

      He wasn't very good at being heroic. He wasn't even very good at being angry. But he knew when something wasn't right. He wouldn't necessarily do anything about it, but he knew.

      That had to count for something.

      "It could have been," he repeated. "But I'm glad it's not. I might not like this or be good at it. But I'm glad it's me and not some kid out here."

      "I'm not some kid," Myste muttered, pout visible between her hands.

      "You are a child. I am offended by the idea of you fighting."

      Nea snorted. "Morals like that will get you killed."

      "I hate to agree, but they're right." Myste looked up, nodding. "You are going to fail. Horribly."

      "This might surprise you, but I have already considered that." Kell leaned back, bracing his arms on the rock behind him. His neck was starting to hurt from looking up at Myste. "Can you come down here? I know looming is an aesthetic for you guys, but there's lots of nice comfy rocks down here. Pop a squat and join us."

      "I am not here to stay. I am here to warn you."

      "That's weirdly nice of you …" Nea crossed their arms, eyes narrowed.

      Myste looked away, blush rising high on her pale cheeks. "Like I said, this could have been me. In some ways … it still is. Perhaps I don't wish you to fail. Perhaps I don't think anyone else should fail. Perhaps I never wanted to either."

      "That's a lot of perhapses," Nea observed, wry twist to their mouth. They were leaning forward slightly, shoulders relaxed and eyes gentler. Myste seemed to be growing on them.

      "Perhaps it is," Myste replied, nose turned up in the air.

      Kell snickered. "Perhaps so. And, trust me, I can see the appeal. The lack of supervision. The freedom and travelling. Being able to set your own hours. But you're twelve. You should be in, what, middle school still? Is all this really worth it? Is it really a better life than you left behind?"

      Myste turned her gaze on him, suddenly cold. "How could you of all people ask that? It is a life. Had I stayed home, I would not have had even that."

      "Myste, I—"

      "Don't. My parents were so insistent on keeping the son they wanted, they lost the daughter they had. Here I have a family I can trust and a name I don't hate. Lord Insidious saved me. He took me from that horrid dungeon and gave me everything. Wings. Protection. A new life. I do not care if it is not a perfect one or a good one. I will never go back. I will stay, or I will die trying."

      "Don't say that," Kell implored. "Please. You won't have to go back. I'll make sure of it."

      "Wow," Myste drawled. "I suddenly feel so much better."

      "Shut up. I'm trying to be heroic."

      Nea patted Kell on the shoulder. "It was a decent effort."

      "Why do I even bother?"

      Myste sighed. "Because it is what you must do. Even if you are rather balls at it."

      "What am I supposed to be doing, then?"

      Myste gestured wildly around, nearly knocking herself off balance. "Not this! You're in the wrong place! You're supposed to go to the keep first!"

      "The … oh!" Kell snapped his fingers, lighting up. "Yeah! That! That does sound familiar."

      Nea snickered. "And you say I'm bad at directions."

      Myste smacked her palm against her forehead. "How are you even?"

      "Even what?"

      "Exactly. Don't you listen to anything you're told? You were supposed to go west down the mountains, to the Lich King's keep, then fight your way north. That's the proper way about it. Everyone knows that. I know that."

      Kell frowned. "The keep isn't that big building to the west of here? The floaty one?"

      "No. That's the Lich King's palace."

      "Well, sorry. I never knew anyone who owned two homes before."

      Myste threw her hands up and groaned. "You're not supposed to be here yet. You need to go to the keep first."

      "Why?"

      "To fight your way through it in order to get here."

      "That seems counterintuitive," Nea replied.

      "Yeah …" Kell said, rubbing his chin. "Like, why fight our way through when we could just, you know, walk?"

      "But …" Myste frowned, looking annoyed and upset. "It is what the chosen does. And the Lich King tries to stop them. That's … the cycle. Or how the cycle comes to be. You show up in the town. You go to the keep. Maybe you make it to the palace. And you fail. You can't … not do that. How will you … succeed?"

      Myste whispered the last word so low Kell almost couldn't hear her. It stirred something in him, something soft and protective. Looking at Myste made him remember that he wasn't just fighting for himself. There were others who depended on him fixing this mess. He'd never been very good at abstracts. Sure, the entire land of Allune might be in danger of terrible ruin if the stars died and the magic failed, but who could relate to a continent? Who felt an emotional connection to a landmass?

      If he did anything, he did it for himself and the people he cared about. The people he knew would be affected if he failed.

      (And maybe, just a little bit, for the promise of a magic sword.)

      Kell took a moment to answer her. "Maybe … I'll succeed by not doing what everyone else did?"

      Nea nodded. "Excellent answer. Totally bullshit, but still plausible."

      "Thank you," Kell said.

      Myste shook her head. "I can only hope you are right. That is not what I came to warn you about though. Ashe and I will be ambushing you at the Tower of Veracity. And we might not be the only ones. There are shadows in the skies, and they follow you wherever you go. The tower is too much of a beacon. You'd be better off avoiding it. Preferably by going back to the keep."

      Nea arched a brow at that. "You will not be going easy on us, then?"

      "I would not hesitate to strangle you."

      "Ansel and Fre will be safe, then," Kell said, eyeing up Myste's diminutive stature. "We should be fine too."

      Myste rolled her eyes, making a show of fluttering her wings behind her. It was probably meant to be threatening. It wasn't. "You would be better off avoiding the tower all together. There is nothing there for you but trouble."

      Nea folded their arms. "Fine by me. We don't need—"

      "Actually," Kell interrupted them, "we kind of do. I do. I need to speak to Her Squashness, and I hear that shouting from tall buildings is the way to go."

      "Why do you need to speak to her?" Myste asked, nose wrinkling in distaste.

      "Would you believe me if I told you this whole mess was just as much her fault?"

      "Yes."

      "Because—"

      "I would too," Nea added.

      "Oh. Really?"

      "I am not blind." Nea winked at him. "Only a little close-sighted."

      "That explains so much," Kell muttered. "Look, I need to talk to her. I don't think I have to fight her though. I'm not sure. The stars haven't really been clear on, well, anything."

      "If you fought her, I would aid you," Myste offered.

      "Thank you, I think."

      "My muni would hate me if I fought the Spirit Queen," Nea said. "Count me in."

      "We aren't fighting anyone. Yet. Possibly ever, at the rate we're going. So don't get excited."

      "How boring," Myste said.

      "But safe," Kell pointed out.

      "You won't be safe forever, Chosen. Remember that. Please."

      Mist began to gather around Myste, starting at her feet. Tendrils of mist wrapped around her legs, and a shroud of white rose to settle over her shoulders. Her form grew indistinct as the mist thickened.

      Kell jumped up. "Wait! Did you happen to see our other friends?"

      Myste's lips moved. No sound penetrated the thick layer of white and grey that encased her, but her expression was disparaging. She raised one delicate, lace-gloved hand. Just before the mist hid her completely, she jerked her thumb over her shoulder, pointing off to the left.

      And then she was gone.

      "So …" Nea drew the syllable out, letting it linger in the air between them. "Do we trust her?"

      Kell shrugged. "I mean, yeah. Why not?"

      "I am beginning to think that is your answer to everything."

      For just a moment, Kell saw his mother reflected in the tilt of Nea's smile, the shadow of their mismatched eyes. My little floating child, she used to call him. My sweet lantern boy, always drifting along.

      He could never tell, back then, if she'd meant it as a bad thing.

      Kell shrugged again. "Pretty much. But hey. It got me this far."

      Nea smirked, looking up at the sky full of stars above them. "So it has, Chosen. So it has."

      They contemplated the stars together, each caught in their own thoughts. Kell felt the stars contemplating him back. If the stars had anything more to add (like an apology, for instance) they kept it to themselves.

      He was beginning to think they'd kept quite a bit to themselves.
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      They set out again when streaks of pink and orange began to paint the horizon. An early evening chill had settled in the air, and the growing dark and cold quickened their pace despite their cumulative bruises.

      Neither Kell nor Nea were keen on getting caught out in the dark without Fre, the only member of their little party who could, when it came right down to it, actually defend herself well. And others. The others bit was important.

      Ansel … could maybe defend himself, as long as his attacker had the general health and constitution of a fish. He was very effective at killing fish.

      Kell wondered what his father would have thought of that. He'd stopped taking Kell on the manly weekend fishing trips ages ago. Kell had never seen the point of them, but his father had never respected a man who couldn't fish.

      Kell doubted he'd have respected—or even accepted—Ansel.

      He'd never accepted anyone else Kell liked. The few he'd found out about, anyway.

      Kell found his thoughts wandering to home—his former home—as they found and followed paths through the twisted landscape. Myste's directions, vague as they were, proved accurate. Kell may have cheated a few times, in as much as picking a random path and trusting it would be the right one because destiny was cheating. But they ended up more or less following where Myste had pointed them, the stars guiding them just as she had.

      Kell had ended up in the lead, Nea lagging behind to search for ingredients for their potion stash. They had found a narrow path that seemed to be cut from an old streambed. It snaked leisurely through the worst parts of the terrain, offering better footing and protection from the elements.

      And potentially other things.

      Kell wasn't sure what, but there must be something out here he needed protection from.

      Kell rounded a bend in the path, punctuated by a boulder twice as tall as him and five times as thick. Only the grace of the stars and his own clumsiness saved him from ending his journey there.

      "Halt, fiends!"

      Kell startled, losing his balance and flailing sideways. He caught himself on the boulder, but only just. A blur whistled past his ear, stirring the hair that hung loose and messy above his shoulders. A worryingly sharp, suspiciously shiny blur. A golden glow drew Kell's attention away from it to the other end of the path.

      "Please do not come any closer—Kell?" Ansel's voice cut through the growing dusk and made Kell's heart do that nervous thing when he didn't know if was happy or nauseous. For a second, he almost forgot that he was hanging sideways off a boulder in the middle of a dry stream under the increasing blanket of nightfall.

      They could have been in Paris, for all Kell cared. Ansel was safe. That was … good. Yeah, that was good.

      He hadn't been worried, but it was nice to know he could stop not-worrying.

      "What the hell?" Nea yelled from behind him, aiming for threatening but landing closer to frustrated. "Who threw that? I have just enough twinmoss to blow you all to bones, you ding—"

      Nea rounded the corner and came to a stop next to Kell. Fre shuffled awkwardly at the other end of the path. She seemed to have acquired a few new weapons since they'd seen her last that morning. She sheepishly tucked a large, spiked battle axe into her belt. Ansel stood behind her, looking like a cross between elated, furious, and unsettled. He kept making little motions as if to run to where they stood but didn't seem to wish to leave the safety of Fre's side.

      Fre coughed awkwardly into her fist. "Ah, friends, I …"

      "You tried to kill me!" Nea accused.

      "Technically, she tried to kill me," Kell pointed out.

      Ansel made a wordless noise of distress.

      Fre held out her now-weaponless hands. "I did not wish to kill either of you. I was aiming for the daeyons."

      Nea and Kell looked at each other. "Which demons?" Kell asked.

      Ansel answered haltingly, glancing nervously around him as he spoke. The golden light of his not-healing spell enveloped his hands. "We are … not sure. But something attacked us after you … after we separated. I think it came from the tower."

      Kell ran a hand through his hair. He made a note to cut it soon. Too bad Ansel's refreshing spell didn't do haircuts. His hair always looked terrible after a haircut, but a magical one might—

      Not the issue here, he chided himself. Not that I know what the issue is, but it's not my hair.

      "Are you two safe?" he asked. That seemed like the most important thing.

      "Of course! No daeyon trick will beat me," Fre boasted. Ansel nodded behind her, not looking nearly as boastful or confident. Kell relaxed, happy that, for now, everyone in their odd little group was unhurt. He walked over, feeling increasingly better as the distance between him and his companions lessened with every step.

      As soon as he took that first step, whatever spell had been holding everyone in tableau broke. Nea stomped up behind him, shoving their way past him. Fre started offering to carry what little twigs and pieces of bark Nea had managed to find, much to Nea's obvious if muted delight. But Kell only had eyes for Ansel, who rushed over to him faster than humanly possible.

      Kell swore he saw Ansel's feet leave the ground for a second, but he dismissed that thought. Ansel didn't fly. Even talking about it upset him. It would be selfish of Kell to bring it up just to satisfy his own curiosity.

      "Are you hurt?" Ansel hovered over him nervously, hands fluttering like butterflies in the air, too quick and delicate to settle in one place.

      "Yes," Kell exhaled, sagging toward Ansel. "So much."

      A look of alarm passed over Ansel's face. The butterflies became more agitated.

      "Not that much," Kell amended, backpedaling at the look of panic in Ansel's golden eyes. "I'm fine. Nothing a good night's rest won't fix, anyway."

      That didn't seem to be the right thing to say either. Ansel drooped. "Do you not want me to heal you?"

      "Yes! I mean, no? I mean … please." Kell shook his head, loose hair falling into his face. "I want both. You and a good night's rest. I'd settle for either. I don't have high expectations."

      Probably not the best thing to say to your maybe-boyfriend, the higher processing part of Kell's brain informed him.

      "Wait. Can I answer the question again?" Kell asked, rubbing his eyes. He hadn't realized how tired he was until he'd stopped moving. He never wanted to start moving again.

      "You already did," Ansel replied. His hands settled in Kell's hair. Magic poured out of them over Kell's aching and bruised body, clean, bright, and minty fresh. Kell relaxed, slumping against Ansel's chest as his discomfort melted away.

      "Oh. Was it the right answer?"

      Ansel hummed noncommittally in response.

      Kell was saved from having to find something to say to that by Fre, who shouted back at them from further down the canyon. "Come on! No loiter-lagging behind! We're making camp up ahead."

      "We are coming," Ansel called back. He barely raised his voice, but it still carried the length of the canyon.

      "And find me more firewood," Nea added, their voice sharp and echoing in the fast-falling dark.

      So much for a low profile, Kell thought. At least Fre and Ansel already had experience fighting off … whatever it was that defended the tower.

      Which honestly didn't seem right when he thought about it. Weren't people supposed to attack him?

      Ansel only became more agitated when Kell asked him as much.

      "I would be much happier if no one attacked you at all, Chosen."

      "So would I, but I'm not that happy about you and Fre getting jumped instead. At least the people who attack me have a reason, even if it is bullshit."

      Ansel chewed his lip, his hands still lingering on Kell's head. His fingers twisted and caught in Kell's hair, nervously playing with individual locks and probably making it a sight more messy than it already was.

      Kell hoped he never stopped.

      Slowly, Ansel formed a response. "I think … the tower, or someone in, it is trying to keep outsiders away. It was not an attack so much as a defence. There was no malevolence or corruption to it. That is what it feels like, to me, anyway. But I do not know much of such things. I am most likely wrong. Fre thinks so, anyway."

      "Fre wants to hit demons, and most of the time I can't blame her. Don't let it get to you. You're both probably right enough."

      "Right enough for what?"

      "For now. We'll figure out the rest when we get there."

      "You seem to say that a lot."

      "So I'm told. Come on, let's catch up to the others before something actually horrible happens."

      Ansel nodded, stepping slightly to the side so that he could wrap his arm around Kell's shoulder in support. Kell missed the fingers in his hair, but the trade-off wasn't bad. Ansel's solid weight pressed against him, steadying him and holding him close, was always a welcome presence. Ansel had the perfect shoulders, just the right height for leaning his head on. It always made Kell feel so bold, slipping an arm around Ansel's waist and walking together like this. Like they were the only two people in the world, nothing but them in this hollowed-out riverbed, alone under a painted canvas of stars.

      "At least …" Ansel began to say but trailed off. Kell glanced up at him, catching the fleeting, apprehensive look on his face. Something dark lingered in his eyes, so here-and-gone Kell wasn't sure he'd seen it. Red tinged Ansel's freckled cheeks, spreading to the tips of his ears. Ansel cleared his throat. "At least if something horrible happens now, we will be together for it."

      Kell nearly stopped walking. There was something in his throat. It might be his heart. Or a frog. He didn't know. He'd never been very good at anatomy.

      "I …"

      "Sorry," Ansel whispered. "That was too bold of me."

      "No. No, no, no. That is the sweetest thing anyone has ever said to me. Of course I want horrible things to happen to us together." Kell paused. "Okay, it sounded better when you said it."

      Ansel laughed, low and faint. "I would prefer the together without the horrible things."

      Kell thought of the stars, and the cave, and the looming unavoidability of the path ahead. How every step he took, intentional or not, only brought him closer to a destination he wasn't prepared for. And how the dangers would only grow, for himself and his friends.

      He tightened his grip around Ansel's waist. "So would I. But for now … I'm here and so are you. Let's not look ahead too far. Not yet."

      Ansel nodded, his smile growing gentle and a little sad. He knew the path they walked was not a safe one, so long as they walked it together. But he believed in Kell and in the path itself, and in the goddess, the chosen, and the innate goodness of things to turn out all right in the end as long as everyone did the right thing.

      More than Myste, more than himself, more than the stars, the cycle, and the world … Kell would see this through for Ansel and the kind of peace he believed in.

      Saving the world together totally counts as a date, right?
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      Nea caught a giant rat the next morning.

      Caught might not be the right word. More like … accidentally poisoned with the leftover remains of a failed potion they'd given up on the night before.

      "Do you think it's still safe to eat?" Fre asked, eyeing the rat hungrily as she squatted over its body.

      "It's a rat," Nea hissed. They were standing as far back as they could without leaving what had been deemed the "safe" boundaries of the campsite. Ansel stood next to them, in apparent rat-hating solidarity.

      Kell poked the rat with a stick. Its greasy hide rippled where he touched it, revealing scabby and uneven patches under the stiff fur. It was a darker brown than any of the rats or mice he'd ever seen back home, running around the abandoned factories or infesting Riley's basement bedroom in the winter. And bigger. Much bigger. Almost the size of a dog, it had long, snarled claws and sharp teeth, vacant black eyes, and just a general sense of wrongness.

      Kell was torn between the it's-a-rat and the is-it-food? camps. On the one hand, it was most definitely a rat. Nea was not wrong about that.

      On the other hand—Kell's stomach rumbled, aching for something more than bark and berries—it might be edible. His mom used to joke about trapping the rats and eating them whenever his father lost another job. At least, he thought it was a joke. She did make a lot of stews …

      Either way, at least this one was dead. He shuddered to think of actually fighting one of these things. The claws alone looked like they could disembowel a fully grown human.

      "Is rat safe to eat?" Kell said, genuinely curious now. "This kind of rat. I mean, it looks kinda … monstrous."

      "It's a rat," Nea repeated, sounding increasingly outraged.

      "'Course, rat's safe," Fre said. "Why wouldn't it be? Besides the, er …"

      "Questionable nature of its death," Kell supplied.

      Fre nodded. "That. But rockrats are prime hunting round here. Tricky buggers though. Near impossible to trap, as they generally travel in mated pairs. We shouldn't waste this one."

      "If it's not poisoned," Kell reminded her.

      "A little poison won't hurt." Fre paused. "Too much."

      "What, exactly, is a little poison?"

      Fre shrugged. "Enough to kill a rat?"

      "Okay, but that rat is almost as big as I am."

      Fre visibly wilted. Of all them, she was the least suited to living off tree bark, berries, and terrible coffee. Kell considered Fre, her impressive stature and effortless stamina. She probably could eat poison and be fine.

      That didn't mean the rest of them would be though.

      Before he could find the words to ask Nea what, exactly, they'd poisoned the rat with (if they even remembered), Ansel piped up. "It is technically safe to eat." He turned away, looking a little ill and muttering. "Though I would not."

      "More for us," Fre exclaimed, a bit too cheerful about the prospect of eating rat.

      "More for you," Nea said.

      "I really miss grilled cheese," Kell said, patting his stomach mournfully.

      "Grilled what?" Nea demanded. They looked even more upset than they had about the rat.

      Which, hey now.

      "Um, grilled cheese. Only the highest culinary achievement of the modern world." Kell sat back, pointing the stick in his hand at Nea. "How can you not have it here? How is that possible?"

      "But … what is it?" Ansel asked. Some color had returned to his face now that they weren't talking about rats anymore.

      No one noticed Fre dragging the corpse off to the side and quietly starting to skin it.

      Kell twirled the stick in his hand absently, looking off into the distance. "So, it's bread. And cheese. That's grilled, obviously. Or toasted. But the fun part is what else you put in it. I like mine with mustard and pickled vegetables."

      Nea snorted. "That's just a tavern handy. There's nothing special about that."

      "A tavern what?"

      "Handy," Nea repeated, making a gesture with their hand that could, in the right light, be someone eating a sandwich. One-handed and a bit too enthusiastically, but Kell could see it.

      "That … would explain a few conversations I overheard at the last tavern we passed." Kell thought for a second. "Wait. You mean I could have had grilled cheese all this time, and you only tell me now!"

      Nea rolled their eyes. "Don't look at me. It's not my fault you never told anyone you wanted a handy."

      "Yeah, I'm not saying that."

      Nea threw up their arms.

      Ansel frowned. "Why not?"

      "I'll tell you when I'm older," Kell said, levering himself up with the stick.

      Ansel's expression wavered between amusement and confusion. It was a look Kell saw—and caused—on him often. There should really be a name for it. Amusion?

      Eh. He'd work on that.

      "Alright, who wants to go look for berries or whatnot and not be here when Fre does whatever she's doing right now?"

      "I'm disemboweling the carcass!" Fre provided helpfully. "The innards will start to leak into the tissue otherwise."

      "Berries," Nea sputtered, spinning on their heels and marching away. Ansel followed, and Kell brought up the end, grabbing his pack as he passed the dwindling campfire.

      Fre gave him a bloody thumbs-up as he passed, assuring him that she had this under control. She'd seen her mother skin hundreds of rats and lambits before. She would have this one carved up fit for the council's table by the time they returned with the sides!

      Kell nodded and dug out a dagger from his pack for her, in case she got tired of trying to carve with a battle axe. He didn't know much about butchery, but that didn't seem the most efficient.

      He left before he saw anything more, catching up to Nea and Ansel with ease and breaking up an argument about the proper medicinal uses of coin-tree sap.

      It was already one of those days, and he hadn't even been awake an hour.
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      For a change of pace, they had Ansel lead. Kell didn't feel like finding out what the stars wanted from him until at least after noon, and Nea was more interested in inspecting the local flora than trying to prove they had a sense of direction.

      Ansel was less than thrilled with the arrangement but took to it gamely enough. He kept them heading in the opposite direction of the tower. If his theory about it was correct, that would keep them from being attacked by anything.

      Probably.

      "Hey, I had a thought," Kell said after they'd been wandering for maybe fifteen minutes.

      "Congratulations," Nea said.

      Kell continued, ignoring them. "We're on the right side of the mountains now for bandits. So when are we going to run into some? Why haven't we run into, well, anyone really?"

      "What are you—"

      Ansel, surprisingly, interrupted them. "We are still too far east for bandits. This valley was always cut off from the lower continent, but since the Lich King's palace rose from the Land of Bones, it has become isolated from even the daeyon wastelands."

      Kell sighed. "I'm starting to think that there aren't any bandits and never will be." Kell stopped walking abruptly. Nea walked into his back. "Wait, what? The land of what now? Rose from where? What about the Lick King?"

      Nea pushed him forward. Kell started walking again, reluctantly, while Nea grumbled. "Oh, come on. You have to know at least that much. The Lich King rules the ground below? Ring any bells?"

      "Vaguely."

      Ansel began to recite softly, precisely, and only a little off-key. "The Ghost Queen rules the clouds above, protects our spirits with her love. The Lich King rules the ground below, keeps our bones in safety fallow."

      Kell nodded. "Yeah, sure. I heard that. I didn't think it was important."

      Ansel continued, pointedly ignoring his comment. "According to the oldest legends, the souls of the departed join the Dawn Goddess in her realm above the clouds, while their bones lie safely with the Dusk God in his realm beneath the earth."

      "Okay, but isn't that a good thing? Sounds pretty godly to me."

      Nea shrugged. "It was. For a while, a long time ago. But the gods started to argue over the chosen, and the Lich King abandoned his realm for the surface to wreak havoc and chaos upon, er …"

      "Me?"

      "You cause enough havoc and chaos on your own."

      "So what does the Lick King have against me, then? Or the chosen? I mean, I've gotten the feeling he doesn't agree with my existence, which, fine, personal differences. But what's his deal? Dio talks about the guy like he's trying to save the world."

      Nea snorted. "You're just overthinking it. Daeyons are evil. The Lich King is evil. You fight them, you beat them, you put the goddess in her place, you complete whichever prophecy you like the most, everything is good, I get to see autumn. What more is there?"

      "There is the old prophecy," Ansel interjected.

      "The boring prophecy," Nea countered.

      Kell almost asked which prophecy was the old prophecy, except he really didn't care.

      "I don't want any prophecies," Kell said firmly. "I have enough trouble understanding the stars and their cryptic advice as it is."

      "Maybe," Nea drawled. "Just maybe. That one's on you."

      Kell squinted at them. "Are you saying I'm slow?"

      "Absolutely not," Nea said with the voice of someone who absolutely was. "But I will say that a clever chosen would have at least tried to learn some self-defense by now. You don't even have a weapon."

      "I have a dagger," Kell protested. Actually, he had like, five, but that was beside the point. Yelki had been both overly generous and overly optimistic when she gave him supplies.

      Nea looked him up and down skeptically. "Where?"

      "Uh, in my pack."

      "Useful."

      "I think so."

      Ansel slowed down, dropping back to walk closer to Kell. "Would it not be, perhaps, more useful were you to wear it?"

      Kell tapped the stick against his leg. He didn't really want to talk about this. "Not really."

      "You do know how to use a dagger, don't you?" Nea asked.

      "Sure." Kell shrugged. "About as well as you know how to sail."

      A beat of silence passed between them. Ansel broke it first. "Do you not wish to learn?"

      Kell hesitated. "I don't know. I don't know what I'm supposed to be doing. I don't want to fight, but …"

      "Not knowing how to is suicide," Nea finished for him.

      "I mean, I thought that," Kell said. "But this world of danger and intrigue isn't as dangerous or intriguing as I thought it would be."

      "You gonna fight the Lich King with a stick?" Nea asked.

      "I fucking might."

      "How much damage do you think you can do with a stick?"

      "How much do you think I can do with a dagger?"

      Ansel cleared his throat gently. "Would it still not be better to learn?"

      Kell sighed, shoulders slumping. "Yeah, probably. But, like, how?"

      Ansel twisted his hands together, biting his lips. "I may not have any … practical knowledge of fighting. But I've been trained in several classical forms. I could try teaching you, if you wanted."

      "I only ever learned the rapier before my muni gave up on me," Nea added. "But I could give you some pointers too."

      Kell swung his stick through the air, imagining what it would feel like to hold a sword instead. To use a blade for anything other than slicing fruit. It felt wrong. "Well, there's no harm learning, I guess."

      If the stars had an opinion on the matter, it was too muted and confused for Kell to decipher. He though he felt disapproval, but that might have just been himself projecting.

      Ansel found them a small clearing tucked under a cliff and protected from the elements. The ground was soft underfoot, clear of rocks and undergrowth and relatively even. After a short discussion, they decided it would be better if Kell stuck with his stick. Both Nea and Ansel admitted to only knowing sword-based fighting anyway, and neither were all that enthusiastic about seeing Kell flailing about with a dagger.

      Nea, for their part, kept up a steady stream of complaints the whole time. "Why haven't you been learning self-defense? You've been the chosen for, what? A month? And you don't even have your own sword."

      "I was looking for one."

      "When?"

      "When we ran into you, actually."

      "The hell you think you're going to find a sword in the Fracken Woods? You can buy one for a couple g'ald in any major town."

      "Well, I was looking for a magic one."

      Ansel sighed loudly before Nea could respond. "Which do not exist anymore, love. Now, please copy my stance. Hold your blade—er, stick—with two hands, one above the other. What you lack in finesse you may be able to make up in strength."

      "Or at least surprise," Nea added.

      Kell barely heard them. He managed to copy Ansel, more or less, but his mind was no longer on whether or not he needed to know how to fight (statistics pointed to not, but preparedness and all).

      He had more important things to think about now.

      Like.

      What had Ansel just called him?

      Had it been on purpose?

      Did he mean it?

      Ansel didn't seem to have noticed saying it, and (thank Squash) Nea hadn't either. Maybe Kell had just imagined it?

      He hoped not, but it wasn't like he could confirm it. Not without seeming desperate and maybe a bit unhinged.

      But what did he know?

      This was already further into a relationship than he usually got. He'd never made it to the pet-names and pillow-talk stage with anyone before. No one had ever stayed interested in him that long.

      Needless to say, Kell didn't get much out of the training after that. He was both hyperfocused on everything Ansel said and completely distracted by it. He managed to hit himself in the face with a particularly disastrous swing of his faux sword.

      Nea took over instructing after that. On the plus side, he found them much less distracting. On the minus …

      Their instructions were much, much worse.

      "Raise your hand. No, your arm, your elbow! Straighter. No, not that straight. More like—yeah, like that. No, not like that. Your balance is all wrong!"

      "Wrong how?" Kell shouted.

      "I don't know," Nea snapped back. "It's just wrong. Fix it."

      "I don't know how!"

      "Well, neither do I!"

      "Then stop yelling at me!"

      "I'm not yelling!" Nea yelled.

      "Perhaps this is enough training for one day," Ansel interjected. Nea and Kell both muttered their assent. Ansel continued, voice soothing and calm. "We should head back before we give Fre'ja cause to worry about us."

      "Guess it's been long enough." Nea nodded, looking at the sky with the confidence of someone who could read it. The sun had shifted since they started this endeavor, though Kell could only fathom a guess as to how long it had been.

      Hopefully long enough to deal with the grossest part of making rat steaks. Rat ribs? Rat kebab?

      Yeah, that still didn't sound appetizing. Kell was totally going to eat it though. Whatever "it" ended up being.

      Not like they'd found much else to eat around here. They did make a bit more of an effort on the walk back to camp. Nea stripped a half-dead tree of bark, claiming it made a decent jerky once smoked. Ansel found a small cluster of some kind of root vegetable. They were about the size and shape of daikons but with a spiky roughness to them that reminded Kell of a durian's exterior. Ansel and Nea were both pleased with them though, so maybe they tasted better than they looked.

      As for Kell …

      He didn't find anything. Anything edible, at least. Not that he didn't find anything.

      He found a sword.

      He'd pulled aside the branches of a low-growing bush, and there it was. The early morning sun reflected off the blade, flashing light back in Kell's eyes. It looked a bit worse for wear, as though it had been abandoned there for any number of years. But the blade was unbroken, if a little spotted and dull, and the handle still had most of its leather wrapping.

      Kell felt a chill go down his spine. He knew the stars were watching him.

      He backed away without touching it.

      I thought you didn't want me to fight, he thought at the stars.

      "we want you to do what is right."

      "I thought fighting wasn't the right thing."

      "there is more than one right thing you can do."

      "Make up your mind," Kell hissed. "You can't be all the chosen must walk this path and then turn around and say there's more than one. I can't help you if you don't make any sense."

      "there is only one way forward for you. and for us."

      "You just contradicted yourself!"

      "you mistake what is right and what is inevitable. only when you understand both will you understand destiny."

      "Ugh," Kell muttered, inching away from the bush as inconspicuously as he could. "I'm not dealing with this before breakfast."

      "What was that?" Ansel asked, looking over curiously.

      "I said I want breakfast."

      "So do we all, munghead. Hurry up and maybe we'll make it back to camp before the smell of death attracts something worse than a rockrat."

      "Worse?" Kell jogged to catch up with Ansel and Nea. "What around here is worse? Are there things that are worse? What is the worst thing here? For, like, reference."

      "The Dedicated Explorer's Almanac says that the worst thing to run across in the northern wastes are pricklebears and swamp sand, in that order," Ansel provided, looking quietly happy about it. "But The Guide to Allunian Resources and—"

      "Daeyons," Nea interrupted, bored. "Everyone knows it's daeyons. Of course they're the worst thing on this side of Allune."

      Ansel crossed him arms. "There are other dangers than—"

      "Daeyons are the reason for—"

      "What is swamp sand?" Kell interrupted before the argument could devolve further. He knew what bears were.

      Ansel recovered first. "It's a colloidal phenomena most commonly found in the northern wastelands. Many scholars believe it's a result of daeyon corruption weakening the ground, turning the soil underfoot treacherous and deadly."

      "Which still makes daeyons the worst thing," Nea pointed out.

      "But neither of you actually think the Lick King is the worst thing around here?" Kell asked.

      "Psh. He's the chosen's problem to deal with," Nea replied before seeming to realize what they'd said. "I mean …"

      "The Dusk God does not attack indiscriminately," Ansel supplied. "The daeyons may work for him sometimes, but he himself is only dangerous to, well …"

      "I think I get the picture," Kell said, sighing. "Let's just get back. Yeah? The dangerous side of Allune might not be that dangerous after all, sadly, but I still feel better sticking close to Fre."

      "Maybe she could teach you how to fight," Nea added.

      They all took a moment to imagine that. Most of Fre's preferred weapons were roughly the same height and weight as Kell himself and a good deal more intimidating.

      "Maybe," Kell said. Ansel hummed noncommittally.

      They walked the rest of the way back to camp in a silence just this side of awkward.

      Well, most of the way back. They stopped by unspoken agreement about ten paces away from the campsite itself. All traces of the dead rat were gone, conspicuously replaced by a very much living one.

      Fre waved to them from beside the fire she'd built up, stoically ignoring the giant angry rat scrabbling futilely at her armor-clad leg. Apparently rats didn't understand invisible armor any more than Kell did.

      "Where have you been, friends?" Fre asked, brows drawn in good-natured concern. For them, obviously, not herself. "You were gone a while. I was starting to worry."

      "We were trying to teach Kell how to fight," Ansel said.

      "Emphasis on the trying," Nea muttered, slouching where they stood.

      Fre positively lit up. Kell had a bad feeling about this. Before he could get a word in edgewise (preferably "no," but he could think of a few others), Fre was already whirling into motion.

      "Wonderful timing," she exclaimed, inordinately happy for someone with a rat clinging to their leg. "A rockrat will be excellent practice for you!"

      "I don't think that's—" Kell tried to say. Fre kicked the rat at him. It slid off her like mashed potatoes off a flicked spoon, twisting in the air to land on its feet in front of Kell. Its beady black eyes locked onto him. Kell shrunk back. The rat lunged at him. Its teeth were so much bigger than Kell remembered, sharp, crooked, and way, way too close. Kell flailed at it with his stick, catching it in the mouth and deflecting it. The impact sent him stumbling, tripping backward and falling on his ass.

      At eye level with the thing, he could see the rat move to lunge at him again. Its teeth gleamed yellow in the sunlight. Flecks of dried blood stained the tips.

      Maybe I should have taken the sword.

      The stars, damn them, remained silent and unmoved in his mind. He couldn't tell if they weren't worried or didn't care. Was this destiny?

      Pretty shit of it, if it was.

      He could hear Nea swearing to themself and the clink of glass bottles as they fumbled with the potions at their hip.

      "What technique is that?" Fre asked, tone hovering between confused and concerned.

      "Kell!" Ansel cried out, genuine distress evident in his voice. "No!"

      The rat began to glow. Golden light enveloped it, gently at first but building into a bright, burning crescendo of color and warmth. Slowly, it began to fade. Kell blinked the spots out of his eyes.

      The rat was dead. Ansel stood over it, hand outstretched, face frozen in an expression of determined surprise.

      Kell recovered first. "Hah! I knew that spell was good for more than just fishing. Way to go, Ans."

      "I …" Ansel stared between his hand and the rat, at a loss for words.

      Fre took a step toward them. "I'm sorry, Chosen, I thought you would be more … prepared." Fre wrung her hands, remorse written across her broad face.

      Nea slapped Fre on the arm. "Easy mistake. Don't worry about it. Wingboy's got this under control. Now, about this other rat …"

      Kell pushed himself to his feet, waving off Fre's attempt to help him. He assured her that he was fine, really, and totally not mad at her at all. Fre's bright smile, effervescent and immediate, was worth the small white lie.

      Besides, he was more worried about Ansel.

      "You alright?" Kell asked, sidling up next to Ansel, who still hadn't moved.

      "I … am I all right? You … you were almost … I am sorry. I panicked. I do not know what I did. I should not have interfered."

      "Uh, first of all, yes you definitely should have. Thanks, by the way. Feel free to interfere at any point, really."

      "It is not my place, Chosen," Ansel murmured. The dark blush dusting his cheeks and accompanying an upward tilt to his lips belied his words. He tugged nervously at the hem of his sleeves, twisting the fabric in his fingers. "You are truly unharmed?"

      "Surprisingly, or maybe not, yeah." Kell sighed. The stars had still not reacted. Either they trusted his companions to keep him alive for destiny (which, fair), or they didn't care as much about him in particular as he'd thought.

      The chosen were imminently replaceable, after all. At least for now, while the magic still held out. And the stars were playing a larger game then they'd let on. He could feel it. No one with that much power—or in that much danger—ever laid all their cards on the table, no matter how desperate they were.

      But that kind of thinking made Kell's head hurt. He put the stars out of his mind. Reaching out, he tugged Ansel's hands into his own. "You know, I think this officially makes you more of a hero than I am," he teased.

      The red on Ansel's cheeks deepened. "You ought not make such jokes."

      "I'm serious. You're my hero." Kell laughed, caught between feeling awkward and bold. "I hope you don't mind saving me, because I don't think I'm ever going to pick up this fighting business myself."

      Ansel tightened his grip around Kell's hands. "I am no warrior myself, but whatever I can do, I will do for you."

      "Ah, geez, you're gonna make me feel bad about not trying harder."

      Ansel leaned forward, eyes bright with the kind of hope Kell had long since abandoned. "But you do more than try! You are the true chosen, and I am honored to assist you in any way I can."

      Kell felt something small and dark tighten in his gut. "If you say so. I just don't want you to feel like it's not enough."

      Kell wasn't sure if he was talking about destiny anymore or just himself. He wasn't sure if it even mattered in the end.

      "Perhaps your methods are unorthodox, but of course you are doing enough," Ansel replied, fine lines marring his forehead.

      "Well, then, I guess I'll just stick with my stick and hope one of you is around to save me at all times." Kell tried to say it as a joke. Judging by Ansel's expression, it landed rather poorly.

      "Don't count on me," Nea chimed in from the other side of the fire. "And don't worry so much. There's as much worth in planning for the future as there is in giving sweets to a swamp child."

      "And you lost me," Kell said.

      "I don't know," Fre mused. "Given a year or two, I think Kell would make a decent swordsman."

      "I can't believe it, but I actually think Dio was right," Kell muttered under his breath. Learning how to fight did take an obnoxiously long time. No wonder the forces of presumptive evil had stopped waiting for the chosen to figure out which end of the sword was the pointy one.

      Luckily for Kell, fighting wasn't the answer (he hoped).

      "What was that?" Ansel asked, head tilted to the side.

      "Nothing, probably. Are we about ready to move out? I don't want to be attacked by any more rats."

      "We won't be," Fre said. "They only travel in pairs."

      "Sounds a bit poly-exclusionist, but okay."

      "What—"

      "All I'm saying," Kell continued, "is maybe we shouldn't hang out here much longer than necessary."

      Nea shrug-nodded. "Don't necessarily disagree."

      "Thank you."

      "Don't necessarily think a daeyon tower will be any safer."

      Kell waved their concern off. It wasn't a matter of "safer" so much as "less likely to contain giant rats that would jump at him," a criteria Kell had never had to evaluate a building on but was likely going to prioritize in the future. Ansel and Nea both more or less agreed with him, at least on the less-rats-equals-more-good bit.

      Fre didn't have a working concept of "safe" to begin with and didn't get a vote.

      In the end, they still didn't set off for the tower until the next morning. Fre wanted to smoke the rat meat, Nea wanted to smoke their weird bark jerky, and Ansel wanted to slow bake the tuber things he'd found. By the time the food was travel ready, it was nightfall and no one felt like setting out anyway.

      No one ever mentioned how time consuming it was just to find something to eat. Not to mention kind of boring. At least breakfast the next morning was decent. The coffee was potent enough that Kell barely even noticed the strange, gamey taste of the meat or the soft-like-rot texture of the tubers.

      It barely took any time at all for Fre to break down their makeshift camp. In the name of the greater good, Kell sacrificed his fancy buttoned jacket to the cause of wrapping up the meat for travel. Fre had salvaged a few other useful bits from the rats. Well, she said they were useful. Kell wasn't sure what she planned to do with an assortment of odd-sized bones.

      Fre claimed they made great dice, but Kell remained skeptical.

      Nothing attacked them as they continued on their way to the tower. It didn't look much nearer than before, but Kell could tell they were getting closer to it. Closer to the tower and all it held for Kell, both within and at the top. He just knew it.

      It was in the way the stars buzzed, low and secretive in the back of his mind. In the low thrum of tension that built in his spine, as the consequences of every action he took continued to coalesce in front of him.

      It was in the sign they passed, crooked and crudely painted, in the shape of an arrow drawn by a small and easily distracted child: BE WHERE

      Kell held back a sigh. This tower was either going to be a philosophical clusterfuck or yet another disappointment, wasn't it?
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      The next sign said DANG AHEAD, and, while Kell was inclined to agree with it, it ruled out the prospect of the tower being anything but a disappointment.

      Kell decided to hold onto his stick just in case. It was a surprisingly sturdy one, given the general lack of fully grown trees in sight. Perfectly shaped for poking things with just enough wear for holding comfortably, Kell could see it coming in handy for any number of things.

      Any number of things besides fighting.

      The tower was finally close enough that they could see the base of it and a clear path to the front door. They couldn't agree on whether it was a matter of perspective or magic that had made it seem so far away for so long, but now that they were here, it seemed even taller than before. The tower, well, towered over them, looming over the dreary landscape with a great deal of panache and an even greater deal of building-code violations.

      Bits of it weren't supposed to just … jut out like that, were they?

      Kell had only been to Minneapolis once, but he guesstimated this tower was even taller than the IDS Center everyone had wanted to see. And it probably didn't even have an elevator.

      This was not going to be fun.

      Next to him, Nea whistled. "I've never seen anything that tall before. Not even the eldertrees in the Deep Woods."

      "Yeah," Kell agreed. "I wasn't expecting there to be skyscrapers here."

      "Sky whats?" Fre asked.

      "Skyscrapers. They're … basically just fancy towers, I guess."

      Fre crossed her arms. "Are they strongholds of daeyon villainy in your world too?"

      "One, you don't know that this tower is." They all looked at the tower, built of blackened stone with pitched turrets spiking out of it at crooked angles and dead roses climbing up the walls. "It could just be an aesthetic."

      "Are they part of the aesthetic?" Ansel asked, pointing to one of the turrets.

      On the window ledge, half hidden by the shadows, Ashe and Myste sat playing cat's cradle with each other. Myste seemed to be doing most of the work and Ashe most of the complaining.

      "Oh, I forgot they'd be here."

      "You forgot?" Fre didn't sound upset—yet—but she was definitely concerned.

      Nea waved her off. "We ran into the prissy one, like, two days ago. She said they'd be here to attack us or something. It didn't sound that important."

      "Not important!" Fre exclaimed, drawing her axe.

      Ansel lay a hand on her arm, gently pushing her axe down. "Let us be prudent, Fre'ja. I do not like being attacked by the daeyonlings either, but they seem … relatively harmless. And reluctant to actually hurt the chosen themselves. I am sure Kell has a plan."

      Nea snickered. "Yeah, I'm sure he does."

      Kell nodded. "I'm sure I do too."

      Fre shook her head but strapped her axe back to her hip. "You are indeed a strange one, Chosen, but you seem to know what you're doing."

      "Let's go with that," Kell said.

      Ansel tapped his chin, watching the turret with thoughtful eyes. "They do seem quite distracted. We may be able to sneak past them if we are quick and quiet."

      "Ansel," Kell said, holding a hand to his heart and looking wounded. "How rude."

      Ansel sighed, but the corners of his mouth ticked upwards. "I was afraid you would say that, love."

      Wait.

      "It is only fair to give one's enemies a sporting chance in combat," Fre added, thoughtfully.

      He said it again!

      "That is not—" Ansel began.

      But no one else noticed.

      "I don't think anyone has a sporting chance in that fight," Nea interjected.

      Am I overthinking this?

      Ansel shook his head, turning to Kell. "How do you wish to proceed, in either case?"

      Has he always been doing it? Did I not notice? Am I that bad a boyfriend?

      It was the silence that drew Kell's attention. He realized everyone was looking at him with varying degrees of expectation. Oh, fuck. What were they talking about again? The tower? Getting to the tower?

      Something like that, probably.

      Kell held up a hand, feigning nonchalance. "I totally got this." Taking a step forward, he cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted at the top of his lungs.

      "THIS ISN'T A VERY GOOD AMBUSH!"

      There. That should get Myste's and Ashe's attention.

      He could feel Nea slapping their forehead behind him, but he chose to ignore it. This was an awesome plan, and by plan he meant distraction. If no one else was going to be weird about the Ansel thing, then neither was he.

      The effect was immediate. Ashe startled, flailing backward out of sight before shooting out of the window to buzz angrily in the air, head whipping back and forth looking for them. The cat's cradle string dangled off her left arm, tangled in her fingers. She kept shaking her hand to dislodge it, but the string only continued to flap around in the breeze.

      It didn't make for a particularly intimidating sight.

      Kell looked over his shoulders at the others. "Come on, let's go say hello." He set off down the path toward the tower, waving at Myste as he went. She waved back without much enthusiasm.

      "You—" Ashe spluttered, pointing at him and swooping closer. "How did you know this was an ambush?"

      "Is this an ambush?" Nea asked.

      "The real question," Kell said, "is why was this an ambush to begin with? What happened to giving me a chance?"

      "I gave you a chance, Idiot Hero." Ashe crossed her arms, coming to a stop a few feet in front of them. She hovered in the air, her wings beating furiously behind, stirring up little clouds of dust beneath her feet. "And you're doing fuck all with it! Why are you here? What are you doing? What are you even thinking?"

      "Those are all excellent questions," Kell told her. "Hey, where's your boss?"

      Ashe threw her hands up in the air in wordless frustration. Myste floated down next to her, Mary Poppins style. Like, real Mary Poppins style, umbrella, side-button shoes, and all. She answered Kell's question. "Lord Insidious was called to meet with Duke Alastor. He can't make it back to threaten you until tomorrow at the earliest."

      "Hah," Fre exclaimed. "Your overlord underestimates the Chosen."

      Myste shrugged. "Lord Insidious has his own boss to answer to. I don't get involved in that."

      "I thought the Lick King was his boss?" Kell said.

      "The Lich King is more of an … employer. Duke Alastor is the current ruler of the daeyons. Lord Insidious has to answer to both of them, and neither are happy with you."

      "Sorry?"

      "I'm starting to regret ever giving you a chance," Ashe grumbled. "Lord Insidious said we shouldn't be listening to you. The Lich King has a plan. Once the chosen are gone, things will go back to normal. The way they were before there ever were chosen. Everything will be better; everything was better. Lord Insidious said the Lich King said so."

      Kell frowned. "I wouldn't trust the future of any world to a game of telephone."

      "A game of what?" Fre asked. No one answered her.

      "Look, just fight Ashe, okay?" Myste said. "Duke Alastor is already on Insidious's case about us. Please pretend to be a normal chosen for a while."

      "You don't want to fight me?" Kell asked, pouting at her.

      "You wouldn't even want to fight you," Nea muttered.

      "Hey," Kell protested. "I could so take me. I totally killed a skeleton once."

      A beat of silence followed.

      "I … suppose a person is really only an upgraded skeleton," Ansel mused. "Your experience is, er, impressive?"

      "Aw, thanks, Ans," Kell said. He saw Nea mouthing "what the fuck" to the side but ignored them. They were just jealous.

      "Ew, no. No, that's, ugh!" Ashe stomped an impressively heeled foot in the air, drawing their attention back to her. Her stilettos of choice were red today, matching her hair, with black ribbons that laced all the way up her thighs. Pretty, but Kell couldn't help but wonder what was keeping them from slipping down. Other than Ashe's sheer force of will, of course. The rest of her outfit was just as flashy and impractical as ever. Not that he thought there was anything wrong with her microskirt or bandeau top (both in different shades of red), but they may not have been the most … auspicious clothes to wear to an ambush.

      Eh. But what did he know?

      "You have promised a battle, daeyon." Fre spoke up from behind them. She'd stayed back a bit when Kell called out, assessing the situation by her own standards and likely finding it lacking. "Are you not going to deliver?"

      "I'll deliver!" Ashe spat back. "I'll deliver so hard Duke Alastor and the other Lordships won't have anything left to complain about."

      "No offence," Kell said, "but that sounds more like politics than villainy."

      "Shut up!"

      Kell mimed zipping his lips shut.

      Ashe crossed her arms. "Any last words, Chosen?"

      Kell pointed at his zipped lips and shrugged. Ashe stared at him for a second, frustration clear on her face. Myste giggled. Ashe rubbed her brow. "You … you can … say your last words, I guess."

      Kell unzipped his lips. "What do you call a cheese sandwich that's been grilled?"

      "Grilled cheese?" Ashe answered on reflex, then looked equal parts mad and confused for doing so.

      Kell gestured at her, eyeing Nea. "Thank you."

      Nea rolled their eyes, waving him off.

      "I …" Ashe floundered, having lost her momentum.

      "I like grilled cheese," Myste offered. "Lord Insidious makes a really good one with chocolate and fruit."

      "Now that right there is the pinnacle of villainy," Kell said, making a face of disgust.

      "How so?" Ansel asked, looking a bit hurt. "I think that sounds quite nice."

      Kell was on the verge of taking it back when Ashe snapped. "That's enough! We're fighting! I'm fighting you! You are going to witness my power and suffer and everyone will be impressed and they'll leave Lord Insidious alone and everything will be FINE! AGH!"

      Ashe let out a guttural scream, clenching her fists to her side as purple haze gathered around her, coalescing into clouds above her head. She raised a hand above her head and brought it down in one swift, abrupt motion, purple smoke tracing the air behind it. A sound like thunder and static split the air, and a jet of smoke launched itself out of her cloud and landed on the ground in front of Kell with a sad, wet plop.

      Kell squatted down to take a closer look.

      It was … a frog? Larger than the ones in the creek he used to find every summer, but not horned or clawed or tusked or … anything unusual for a frog. It ribbited, staring forward with unblinking eyes.

      "Okay," Kell said. "Yeah, I don't get it."

      "Was it supposed to be bigger?" Fre asked, bending over Kell to look at the frog. "I've heard tales of the monstrous toads of Isodel. Ma said they ate unwary adventurers in one bite."

      "Really?" Nea crowded in on Kell's other side to look. "I heard they ate oxkin and destroyed orchards but left humans alone."

      Ansel pressed against Kell's back, laying a hand on his shoulder as he leaned over to look. "Those are all just myths, you know," he said absentmindedly. "And this is just a common dyeblack frog. They are highly poisonous but not very mobile or aggressive."

      "What are you muttering about down there?" Ashe shouted at them. Myste had drifted off to the side, umbrella suspended by magic over her head while she drew sigils on a piece of paper.

      Ashe swooped down closer to them, her personal cloud following behind her. Her pendant—the shadowy twin to the one Kell had chucked over a month ago—swayed wildly around her neck as she moved, bouncing over her flat chest in a silent reminder of why Kell hadn't wanted to fight her in the first place.

      The Squash goddess had a lot to answer for, more than this world was ready to admit. If he was going to fix any of it, he needed to get to her.

      Which meant he had to get through Ashe first, and this time she didn't seem open to negotiation.

      "You know those are venomous," Ashe boasted, looking pleased with herself.

      Kell poked at the frog with his trusty stick. It didn't do anything remotely venomous looking. Kell wasn't even sure frogs had teeth. "You mean poisonous?"

      "Um, no. Plants are poisonous, idiot. Animals are venomous." Ashe rolled her eyes.

      Fre nodded without seeming to realize she was doing so. Ansel opened his mouth as though to argue, then closed it again and sighed. Kell reached up and squeezed his hand. It must be hard being the only reasonable person in a five-mile radius.

      "Okay," Kell agreed, settling for amiable over logical. "But that doesn't really answer the why. Or even the what."

      Before Ashe could answer—if she even intended to—Myste interrupted. "Excuse me. Fre'ja, right? I made something for you. I'd appreciate it if you'd address your outsize aggression toward it in a showy and obvious manner."

      Fre was still visibly trying to digest Myste's words when mist began to gather at the base of the tower. But instead of spreading out and enveloping everything, it contracted, pouring into itself until it was thick, dark, and nearly solid. It roiled and moved like a living thing, twisting up and out. An arm here, a leg there, it took the shape of a humanoid creature—headless and with maybe an extra appendage or two, but definitely more than just a blob.

      Fre drew her axe again with greater relish and let loose a battle cry. "Finally, a worthy opponent on which to prove myself!" Without a backward glance, she threw herself toward the mist monster.

      Nea ambled after her much more leisurely, waving back at Kell as they went. "No offense, but this looks more fun. Call me if you need help with the frog or whatever."

      Myste slowly drifted after them, clapping softly when Fre leaped straight through her monstrous creation. Neither Fre nor the mist seemed harmed by this, but even Kell had to admit that it looked pretty darn impressive. Even more so when Nea followed up by lobbing one of their new potions at the thing, lighting the mist on fire. Fre cheered, running back at it for another go.

      The mist thing didn't actually seem capable of hurting Fre, but she also couldn't hurt it. It was the most impressive battle Kell had ever witnessed with absolutely zero stakes involved. Unless Nea accidentally hit Fre with one of their concoctions. That was a stake, he guessed.

      Still, Myste was certainly getting a boost to her performance review out of it. Well, as long as this Alabaster person and their politics or whatnot cared more about show and noise than actual results. But wasn't that all politics anyway? Kell felt pretty confident it was.

      He'd never actually followed politics, but it sounded about right.

      A movement above him drew his attention away from the battle, as it were, and back to Ashe. She made a show of laughing, bracing her hands on her hips with her legs spread wide. The sound rang a bit too high and sharp to be natural. "And now you—"

      "Why frogs?" Kell asked.

      "—What?"

      "I mean, what even are your powers? Why do you keep changing them?"

      "I … I don't know." Ashe crossed her arms, suddenly looking smaller and more defensive than before. "Maybe I don't know what I want. I just want to experiment and find what's right. Why is that so wrong?"

      "Er, I mean, it's not. Are we still talking about powers?" Kell shook his head. "Never mind. Why didn't you at least keep your last power though?"

      "It wasn't useful." Ashe kicked at the air in front of her, glaring angrily at the ground.

      Kell and Ansel both glanced down at the frog. It stared resolutely ahead.

      Ansel cleared his throat. "And these, er, powers are?" he asked as politely as he could.

      "They will be! You just haven't seen them yet."

      The frog ribbited.

      "Any minute now," Ashe added, looking anxiously up at the sky.

      Now that Kell was paying attention, that cloud above Ashe's head did seem a lot bigger and more ominous than before. More black than purple, it crackled with power as though lightning was trapped inside it. It had spread far beyond Ashe's personal space, growing from the size of an inflatable kiddie pool to the size of a regular one in no time at all. Even as Kell watched, it continued to grow.

      "Come on," Ashe demanded, snapping her fingers at the cloud. "Work, dammit!"

      As if in response to her words (or her temper), the cloud pulsated. Four more wet, smoky frogs fell out of the sky. One almost hit Kell. He sidestepped out of the way of it.

      "Hah ha!" Ashe kicked herself higher into the air, looking down on him in triumph. "Now you … now … dammit," Ashe swore, fumbling with something small and white tucked into the band of her skirt. Pulling out a slip of paper, she unfolded it and began to read. Her voice lost a bit of its edge as she struggled with the words. "Now you will understand the error of your ways, false chosen. It is time to restore the balance. This world wasn't meant for you. Leave before you do any more damage to it."

      Ashe crumpled the paper in her hand and struck a pose, but the effect was lost.

      Kell nudged the frog with his boot. It blinked at him in vague annoyance and hopped away. He looked up at Ashe, scratching his chin. "Just to be clear, your plan is to gently pelt us with poisonous frogs?"

      "They're venomous!"

      "I feel as though that is not really the issue at hand."

      Ansel tugged on Kell's arm as if to pull him back. "They are highly poisonous. Even minor contact with the mucus they secrete is enough to sicken someone for days."

      "Are you saying her plan actually has merit?"

      Ansel gritted his teeth. "I am saying it may be prudent to exercise some caution."

      Kell shook his head, muttering. "And people complain about me doing things weird."

      Another frog plopped to the ground next to him. Kell could feel Ansel flinching away from it, trying to pull Kell away from Ashe while also staying pressed close against him.

      Kell cracked his neck. Guess this was time to take things seriously.

      The frog hopped onto his foot.

      Seriously … ish.

      This was still fricking ridiculous.

      Kell hefted his stick in one hand. "Pretty sure I even have the right weapon1, for once."

      More frogs began to fall from the sky. Most of them fell far enough away from Kell and Ansel they didn't even register as a threat. Kell watched Ashe's face slip from triumph to annoyance. He wondered if there was a limit to how many frogs she had.

      Maybe they could just wait her out?

      "Kell!" Ansel's cry was the only warning Kell got before he was pulled backward, lifted bodily in the air by Ansel's surprising strength. They seemed to hover for a moment, feet above the ground, before coming to rest a good three feet from where they'd been standing.

      A frog plopped to the ground in front of them and hopped away.

      "I'm not sure what your plan is, Chosen," Ansel said, arms tight around Kell's waist, "but please be more careful."

      It was as close as Ansel ever got to reprimanding him.

      "Sorry. Now I'm paying attention. Promise." Ansel didn't look particularly relieved, but Kell couldn't blame him. Kell lowered his voice. "Don't think waiting is going to work this time, and she doesn't seem like she's going to listen to me now. Guess I'll have to fight her after all."

      Ansel hesitated, biting his lip. "You … ah, have a way to?"

      Kell turned to wink at Ansel. "Trust me. I didn't do half a season of lacrosse in high school for nothing. I got this."

      Ansel nodded, though his eyes betrayed his confusion. "I believe in you."

      "Well that makes one of us."

      Before Ansel could reply, Kell slipped out of his arms and stepped forward. Like riding a bike, he told himself. Knees bent, stick low, slide it under the frog, then over the shoulder and catapult away, right at Ashe's horrified face.

      He missed horribly, but Ashe's expression alone was worth it.

      Stick resting on his shoulder, Kell pointed at Ashe. "Two can play at this game."

      "What—"

      "First to one point wins!"

      "That is not—"

      Kell scooped up another frog and threw it at her. It sailed through the air over her head, landing with a sad plop and an angry ribbit on the other side of the path.

      "Stop doing that!"

      "Stop attacking me," Kell countered cheerfully, flinging a third frog at her. This was actually super-fun, even if he was kind of bad at it. Why'd he quit the team in high school?

      Oh, right.

      The bullying.

      Fuck high school.

      Ashe didn't seem to have much control over her cloud of frogs, because the number or intensity never increased above three or four falling at a time, all spread out and rarely near Kell. Frogs covered the ground, the wiser ones hopping away from the battle, the slower and more chill ones hanging about for Kell to use as ammo. Ansel hung back, occasionally calling out a warning to Kell whenever a frog was about to drop too close to him and he needed to dodge, but otherwise staying out of the fray.

      He'd point-blank refused to use his fish-murdering spell on them, apparently on some vague principle of not attacking innocent animals when he didn't plan on eating them. Kell wasn't going to question him on it.

      Ashe had gotten over her outrage and started dodging, complaining the whole time. It almost felt like a game, just one with a slight but ever-present chance of crippling injury or death.

      So, like, a professional game.

      Kell had tried reaching out to the stars to see if they felt like ending this nonsense, but they only buzzed and whispered, offering no insight. Kell couldn't figure them out. One minute they were all we'll show you what to do; the next it was like they didn't even know what was up. Had they used up all the mystic wisdom they had? They hadn't left him, which meant whatever destiny hoo-ha they were on about hadn't left him either.

      But they certainly weren't being very helpful. Not that they ever had been, to be fair. It was all just destiny this and destiny that.

      He'd never quite figured whether they meant whatever he did was destiny or that he had to do something specific in order to fulfill a preordained destiny.

      If it was the latter, he had a hard time seeing how this right here fit into anyone's idea of fate. No decent prophecy ever had frogs in it. It was just wrong.

      Ugh. Just thinking about it made his head hurt. Kell scooped up a frog and flung it at Ashe with more force than he'd intended. The sudden change of pace threw her off. She went to dodge, but her timing was off. The frog clipped her in the shoulder, sticking to her bare skin for a second before slowly rolling off her and landing softly on the ground. It left behind a wet, grey splotch where it had touched her. Even from where Kell was standing, he could see the skin around it start to turn red.

      Everyone froze. Ashe stared at her shoulder in horror. The cloud above her lightened, beginning to dissipate on the edges as her face grew red and her eyes went wide and glossy.

      From the corner of his eye, Kell saw Myste turn sharply toward them. She blew on her sigil paper, and the mist monster vanished, leaving Fre standing, half-confused and half-triumphant, where it had been. Fre raised her axe and let out a quiet, questioning cheer. Nea clapped for her, which seemed to help.

      Ignoring them, Myste flew to Ashe's side, propping her up as Ashe began to waver in the air. She looked down at Kell, still frozen with one foot forward and his stick in the air, and spoke in the most deadpan voice Kell had heard her use yet. "You have defeated us once again, Chosen. Your power is no match for us lowly daeyons, mere servants of the Lich King. Surely only he can stop you now."

      Ashe struggled next to her, opening her mouth to say something. Myste clamped her hand over it without even looking.

      Kell blinked, relaxing his stance. "Er, sorry? Thanks? Are you sure this counts as winning?"

      "Yes," Myste said. At the same time Ashe managed to free her mouth and yell, "No!"

      "Ashe—"

      "Why does he get to do this? It's not fair. He didn't keep the necklace. He's not playing by the rules. Why did he get this? Why do things work out for him? He doesn't even try. I just …" Ashe sniffed, swaying in the air. Her eyes were red and unfocused. "I just wanted Insidious to be proud of me."

      Kell winced. He couldn't exactly argue with her assessment of him. He didn't know why things worked out for him. Destiny was the only answer anyone gave him, and it was a pretty lame one at that.

      "Sorry," he muttered. He didn't think Ashe heard him.

      Myste did though, and graced him with a rare smile. So quietly she was barely more than mouthing the words, Myste whispered a warning to him. "Lord Insidious is not the only one coming for you. Stay vigilant."

      Louder, as though it was the only thing meant to be heard, she turned to Ashe and spoke. "Come now. Let's get you home and treated. Insidious will be worried about you."

      Mist began to gather around her wings, pouring to pool at her feet and wrap around Ashe's legs. It quickly enveloped the both of them, shrouding them in white until they were completely obscured from sight. The mist vanished, taking Ashe and Myste away with it.

      A shadow in the shape of a bird took off from the top of the tower and flew west. Kell watched it go, frowning. He hoped Ashe and Myste were going to be okay. They certainly weren't any good at their jobs, but he wouldn't want either of them to get in trouble for helping him. Even if their help did look like an ambush and a lot of shouting.

      Well, it wasn't like he was here to fix politics. They'd have to deal with their Alabaster issue themselves. It wasn't his problem to meddle in.

      Ansel came up beside him, carefully picking his way through the carpet of frogs. "All things considered, I believe that went rather well."

      Kell couldn't help it; he began to laugh. "Yeah, it was alright. Bit worried about what Myste said at the end though."

      Ansel hummed, shifting closer so his arm brushed against Kell's. "I am sure that you … that we can handle it, whatever it may be that comes our way."

      Kell was aware of a lot of things at that moment. Fre and Nea were waving to them from down the path, pointing to the tower and calling on them to hurry along. The tower itself loomed grand and impenetrable above them, doors three times taller than Fre with locks the size of a breadbox secured in place by thick black chains.

      He was aware of the back of Ansel's hands brushing shyly against his own.

      They had made it this far—together—and while the real problem had only just presented itself, Kell was confident they'd find a way into the tower of questionable evil in no time, one way or another.

      Kell slipped his fingers into Ansel's and squeezed.

      After all, things always did work out for them. One terrible way or another.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

          WELL, THIS WAS A CONVENIENT PLOT DEVICE

        

      

    

    
      The four of them stood in front of the massive door to the tower, arguing over the right answer to the one question on everyone's mind.

      Now that they were here, how were they going to get in?

      "I can break them down," Fre said with the utter confidence of someone who believed in themself but not in the laws of physics. The doors were easily three times her already impressive height, made of solid hardwood, and reinforced with heavy iron every few feet.

      "That won't work," Nea snipped. "Let me blow them up."

      "You may damage the structural integrity of the tower itself," Ansel fretted. "I would advise against such drastic measures."

      "Why don't we look for a side door before we do something crazy," Kell suggested, in equal parts because he was inclined to agree with Ansel and because he wanted to have a look around first. Scope the joint out.

      That was a thing people did before breaking and entering. Right?

      Nea sighed. "Fine, if you want to be boring."

      "I can break the side door," Fre offered cheerfully.

      "Let's just find one first and take it from there," Kell said. Ansel nodded, looking relieved.

      The tower was roughly round, maybe the size of a city block. They debated splitting up to search, but the ground they had to cover was hardly worth it. The further they walked around the tower, the less intimidating it became. A vegetable garden hugged the wall, hidden from the path by a bit of broken masonry. Someone had set out a laundry line behind the tower, a few odds and ends of spiky black lingerie hanging from it.

      It was all … oddly domestic.

      In the end, it took surprisingly little effort to find a back door. It wasn't even hidden. Kell was a bit disappointed by that.

      Fre was disappointed by the fact it wasn't locked.

      Or, for that matter, closed.

      The back door was propped open with a brick, probably to let some fresh air in, the way Kell's mom would do on nice days in the summer when they couldn't afford to turn on the AC. The doorway led into the kitchen, a cozy little room filled with hanging herbs and crammed cupboards overflowing with teacups and pots.

      Kell stuck his head in the doorway and looked around. Nothing but the quiet of a well-loved kitchen lay before them. He turned to his companions. "Anyone else feel like we should at least knock?"

      "It does seem more sporting to use the front gate," Fre said.

      "Except we can't use the front gate," Nea pointed out.

      "An open door does traditionally mean visitors are welcome, even expected," Ansel added.

      "Do we count as visitors?" Kell asked.

      No one had an answer to that. With no better option, the four of them trooped inside. They had to go single file through the small kitchen and adjoining hallway. By unanimous vote, Fre went first. They passed a small dining room, whose main purpose seemed to be storing boxes of potato-like tubers, and a quaint study filled with leather bound books. Kell ducked in there quickly just to see if any of them were ancient tomes of dark magic, but the few he leafed through all appeared to be rather sordid romance novels.

      Not that he had anything against that sort of thing, but it wasn't exactly what he'd expected to find in a tower of increasingly uncertain evil.

      "Any histories in there?" Nea asked. "Travel logs? Books of prophecy written in blood only by light of the full moon? Anything that might be useful to us?"

      Kell shook his head, shelving the book he was holding with care. "Nah. Don't think so."

      "Of course not," they muttered. "This tower is just one big waste of time."

      "Don't say that," Fre said from up ahead. "You never know what dangers may lurk in the depths!"

      "It is not the, er, depths that we came here for?" Ansel reminded her, looking a little queasy as he glanced at the ceiling.

      "You never know what dangers may lurk in the heights?" Fre repeated, sounding a little less sure.

      "Preferably none," Kell said, leaving the study and urging the others forward. "But if we find any, they're all yours. I just came here to speak to Squash."

      "I thought you were going to fight her," Nea said.

      "I very specifically am not," Kell countered. At Ansel's look of distress he added, "Don't listen to them. I just want to talk to her. Promise."

      Ansel nodded but still looked worried. "Then we ought to look for a way up. Surely there must be a central staircase."

      "Onward!" Fre hefted her axe, hitting the ceiling in her enthusiasm and sending a rain of broken mortar down on her. Most of it just bounced off her invisible armor, but some got caught in her elaborate braids, sticking like tiny barnacles to her hair.

      "Onward," Kell agreed with much less enthusiasm and wanton property destruction. And so onward they went.

      They followed the hallway along the curve of the tower, passing a few more small rooms and drab, unimportant-looking doors no one bothered to open. The sound of voices drifted through the tower, coming from up ahead. The hallway seemed to lead right toward them.

      Eventually the tower opened up into a grand, if questionably decorated, room. The ceiling stretched so far up it was shrouded in shadow, and the walls were hung with scowling gargoyles and coiled chains and other bric-a-brac from the Villains-R-Us superstore. Columns, some broken and fallen, lined the hall with no apparent purpose or reason. Kell spotted a few skeletons piled haphazardly in the far corner like the last of the Halloween decorations no one felt like putting up.

      He studied them for a second before writing them off. They were quite clearly fake and posed no threat of coming alive (un-alive?) like the one he'd had to fight.

      Unless … fake skeletons couldn't come to life, could they?

      The more he thought about it, the less sure Kell became. Real skeletons had no business coming to life, or back to life, or whatever, in the first place. So could a fake skeleton do the same? What were the rules? Were there any?

      Where did you even buy fake skeletons to begin with?

      And if you served the Lick King, why would you need to?

      He didn't get a chance to ask anyone, and the stars were all but ignoring him still.

      Fre held up her hand, stopping them all at the edge of the hallway. They paused in the shadows just short of entering the great open hall before them and took stock.

      Kell inched forward to peer around Fre. The voices were clearer now, but he couldn't see where they were coming from. There were only two of them, which seemed a bit of a waste in a room this big. Not that he wanted to fight an army or anything, but it would be flattering if someone at least considered sending one after him.

      It was just hard to take the Lick King business seriously when all he'd had to face were a few half-assed demons with inconsistent power sets. He was trying! He really was. But destiny sure wasn't making this easy for him.

      Or, well, actually it was.

      Which was the problem?

      Wait …

      Ugh. Never mind.

      They all piled up together, looking around the corner for their next opponents. Fre shifted into a defensive stance, grip tightening on her axe. Nea dug their elbow into Kell's side as they jostled for a view. Ansel hung back, fingers digging into Kell's arm as he looked over his head. They all scanned the room for the origin of the voices.

      Not that they wouldn't rush blindly into danger anyway, but the room was big, and no one wanted to look foolish by rushing in the wrong direction.

      "Do you think Lord Insidious's underlings took care of the Chosen?" Now that they were close enough to hear the nuance, the speaker sounded bored and distant. Their voice echoed in the grand room, making it impossible to tell what direction it came from.

      They were answered by a sharp, snorted laugh. "Them?"

      "Yeah … they don't look like much, do they? Wonder why he keeps them around?"

      "He must get something out of it."

      "Maybe corrupting the failed chosen is its own reward?"

      "I suppose. Still, it does little to advance the Lich King's purpose. I don't know why they let him keep doing it."

      "I hear the higher-ups aren't happy with him."

      Laughter echoed in the grand hall. Kell thought he saw movement by one of the far columns and leaned forward to check.

      "Sounds like there could be a change in the lordships soon. All we have to do is be more competent than those losers, and we could finally get out of this dumb tower."

      "It would be nice to go home."

      "Yeah. Let Insidious and his sideshow stay in this dump. See how they like it!"

      A flash of something—a wing, the toss of hair—drew Kell's eye to the other side of the column. He leaned even further in to get a better view. A bit too far in, actually. Kell felt his center of gravity shift, that sudden little tick as his mind registered that his body was no longer in control of how far above the ground it wanted to be.

      Fuck, he had time to think, as the flagstone floor loomed closer. Nea, who'd shoved their way in front of him, slowed his fall. Ansel's death grip on his arm slowed it even more. The three of them ended up on the floor together, in a loud (Kell) and angry (Nea) pile. Ansel got the best of the deal, landing on Kell's back with one knee on the ground and a small, surprised "oof."

      Fre looked down at them with a mixed expression of confusion and concern, eyes darting between them and the gloomy room beyond. "Were you attacked?" she hissed. Hefting her axe, she stepped into the grand hall and shouted a challenge. "Show yourself, foul fiends!"

      "All according to plan," Kell muttered to himself, cheeks smushed against the cold stone floor. Only Nea heard him, punching him in the shoulder as they shoved their way upright, using him for leverage.

      The sudden silence in the hall was suspicious. Kell considered just staying where he was until whatever followed was over. The floor wasn't that uncomfortable, and Fre could probably deal with it on her own, no problem.

      But Ansel was already starting to fret over him, peering into his eyes and running glowing fingers over his forehead, and that just wouldn't do. Kell grabbed his hands, making eye contact and whispering, "I'm fine. Physically, anyway."

      "Physically?"

      "Well, I may never recover from the emotional humiliation of—"

      A loud bang interrupted Kell, a subtle reminder that he really ought to get up now. In the echoes of the explosions, he could just barely make out angry whispers coming from the middle of the room.

      "—your job to lock the back—"

      "—was I supposed to know they'd—"

      "—just get this over with—"

      "—couldn't even get through the front gate. How hard can this really—"

      Kell pushed himself to his feet, Ansel rising next to him. Nea was already halfway into the room, trailing behind Fre. Smoke covered the ground between the columns, rising almost to chest height in some places and fading to almost nothing in others. The smoke was thickest in the center of the room. Two forms emerged as shadows in the smoke, so close and intertwined they almost appeared to be one.

      "Welcome to your doom."

      "All who help the chosen."

      "Our strength will be your end."

      "And our trickery your prison."

      "Fall in smoke and fire as you face my sister, Pester."

      "Despair in wreck and ruin when you face my sister, Jester!"

      Two demons flew into the air above the smoke. They appeared to be twins, with matching silver hair, green eyes, and almost identical outfits. Wearing black must be a demon thing (or an evil thing?), because just like Dio and his minions, Pester and Jester were decked head to toe in it. Figuratively speaking, of course. Their fashion taste ran close to Ashe's.

      If one wanted to be really technical, they were actually wearing less black than Nea.

      Interestingly, the demons only had one wing each and seemed to be flying straight only by holding onto each other's arms. They swayed between the columns, speaking in unison.

      Kell half recalled a conversation about wings and power. More wings equalled more power or something. He didn't remember the details, but he remembered that Ansel had been very touchy about the subject.

      He wasn't sure what having only a single wing meant, but it didn't seem to bother the twins.

      "We are the trickster sisters, keepers of the tower. Will you challenge us in battle and feel our dreadful power? Or do you seek a higher goal of death and mortal risk? Then chart now your ascension and challenge the abyss!"

      "We get a choice?" Kell asked quickly before Fre could jump at the chance for fighting. "Like, either-or?"

      That seemed to throw the demon sisters. They hung awkwardly midair before the one on the left (Pester?) answered.

      "Well, technically. That's the rule. But no one actually chooses the tower over bat—"

      "We'll take the tower, please."

      A beat of silence followed. The demon sisters looked at each other, then down at Kell. The one on the right (Jester?) cleared her throat. "Er … are you sure? That's, like, a hundred flights of stairs and maybe monsters."

      "Maybe monsters," Fre repeated, sounding suspiciously disappointed.

      The demon sisters looked nervously guilty. Pester coughed into her fist. "We have not been, ah, maintaining it, per se."

      "Not maintaining the monsters," Nea said, eyebrow raised. Only they could make such a ridiculous sentence sound so … judgmental.

      "Would you want to live under a thousand tons of monsters?" Jester snapped, propping her free hand on her hip. "We're supposed to replenish them when we go and send them to attack travellers, but, like, that's a lot of fucking work."

      "The system is also rather … broken," Pester muttered.

      "Uh-huh." Kell nodded along, too fascinated by the continued failings of anyone to be actually evil to bother questioning their motives. "So what you're saying is that the tower is definitely safer than battling you lot?"

      Pester shuffled her feet, a nervous gesture that looked out of place twenty feet in the air. "We don't know? But if you choose the tower, you will have to climb all the way to the top or we get to kill you anyway."

      "A strangely convenient rule," Kell mused. "But okay."

      "Oh." Jester looked almost as disappointed as Fre did. "Are you sure?"

      "Maybe we should fight them," Fre said, eyeing the demon sisters with suspicion. "It would be foolhardy to trust any daeyon to keep their word."

      Nea had already taken out one of their potion bottles and was idly tossing it back and forth between their hands, one watchful eye never leaving Jester and Pester. They seemed fine letting things play out as they were but were obviously down for a fight if it broke out.

      Kell took a few steps into the room, dragging a reluctant Ansel with him. Catching Fre's eye, he held up a hand. "But think about it, Fre. Would it be better to definitely fight just these two scions of evil or possibly fight maybe hundreds?"

      Fre frowned, struggling with either the answer or the math. "The … hundreds?"

      Kell snapped his fingers. "Exactly! Up the tower we go!"

      "Hundreds," Ansel repeated, voice faint and full of held-back sighs.

      Kell turned and lowered his voice so only Ansel could hear him. "Trust me. It'll be fine. I put a lot of faith in other people's incompetence."

      Ansel shook his head, but a small smile bloomed on his lip. "I do trust you. Sometimes I fear that is the problem."

      Kell didn't give himself time to worry about what that meant. A few quick directions from the (surprisingly nice) demon sisters Pester and Jester sent them across the hall to a half-hidden door set back under an elaborate bit of stonework. It opened onto the first of what Kell could only assume would be many, many, many stairs yet to come.

      With nothing better to do and no real idea of what awaited them above, the adventurers began to climb.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

          A LOT OF STAIRS AND TALKING

        

      

    

    
      It took five flights of stairs for Kell to realize what a terrible idea this had been.

      It took seven more for him to admit it.

      By the twentieth floor, he was exhausted. At least, he thought it was the twentieth floor. Maybe it was the twenty-first. The nineteenth? Fuck it. He'd already lost count, and apparently no one in this world had invented the idea of labeling their floors.

      "Let's …" Kell panted as they crested another set of stairs. "Let's take a break here."

      He would have thrown down his pack at that point and refused to carry it any more except for the fact that Fre was already carrying it and had been since they started. Which he appreciated, he really did, but it stole a bit of his dramatics. He had to settle for half collapsing against the wall of the landing, which just didn't have the same oomph.

      Dammit. And all the walking they'd been doing had tricked him into thinking he was actually in shape again. Curse the existence of stairs and everything they led to.

      Fre, naturally, didn't look the least bit winded. She still agreed readily enough to stop. "Let's check this floor for monsters!" she suggested, just as she had every other floor they'd paused on. The total lack of anything even indicating the existence of monsters had yet to deter her enthusiasm.

      "Again?" Nea griped, not looking so much as winded themself. Whether they were complaining about the stopping or the monsters was unclear, but it seemed a moot point either way, as they immediately pushed past Kell and shouldered the door to the twentieth (nineteenth? twenty-first?) floor open with a grunt.

      Kell considered warning them not to get lost as he had on every other floor where they'd stopped to explore, but to be honest, there wasn't anywhere in this godforsaken tower that even Nea could get lost. It only went in one direction, and that was up.

      "There is really no need to rush this," Ansel muttered, falling uncomfortably in place next to Kell. He'd been bringing up the rear of his own accord, reluctance written in every tense line of his body. He seemed grateful for the opportunity to stop their ascent, even if he wouldn't admit it.

      As Fre and Nea forged on ahead, Kell leaned into Ansel, placing a hand in his arm. "Hey … are you sure you're okay with this? You could just tell me what I have to do. You don't need to come all the way up if you don't feel like it. I know you aren't a fan of heights. It's not fair to make you do this if you don't want to."

      Ansel looked away. "I am not sure I could explain the ritual, to be honest, and you said yourself that you cannot even hear the goddess anymore. This is fine, really. It is not like there are windows. It is only stairs. I am just being foolish. You should not worry about—"

      "Hey!" Nea's voice echoed through the corridors, interrupting them. "Come look at this view."

      "—me …" Ansel finished with a grimace.

      "We don't have to go," Kell offered.

      "But you want to," Ansel pointed out.

      "You can see the ocean!" Nea shouted.

      Kell leaned forward without realizing. At Ansel's knowing look, he caught himself and pulled back, blushing sheepishly. "Er …"

      Ansel slipped his hand into Kell's, squeezing a bit tighter than normal. "It is all right. Come, let us join the others."

      "Are you sure you don't mind?"

      Ansel's smile was tight around the edges but genuine. "Not at all. I promise."

      "Okay … but let me know if you change your mind." Kell squeezed Ansel's hand back, smiling reassuringly at him. "Destiny or not, this isn't just about me."

      "That is kind of you to say," Ansel murmured, nodding at Kell to lead the way.

      Kell wanted to object, but he couldn't find the words or phrasing. It wasn't kind of him, he wanted to protest. It was, at the most, baseline decent. Minimally respectful. Adequately considerate. Kell knew he asked for a lot in their relationship by not asking for much at all, but Ansel never asked for anything, and sometimes it worried Kell as much as he appreciated it.

      Kell didn't know if he was doing enough for Ansel, for them, to begin with. He didn't know what enough was, but baseline decent didn't seem like the answer.

      He wished this whole chosen business would get itself over with and soon so he could figure it out.

      "Are you coming or what?" Nea shouted again, an edge of impatience to their voice.

      "Yeah, yeah," Kell called back, not bothering to raise his voice that much. With Ansel trailing behind him, Kell stepped off the landing and onto the main floor. It didn't look much different from the few other floors they'd poked their heads into on the way up: big open hall off the stairs, corridors radiating off it, lots of dust and cobwebs, absolutely zero monsters.

      This floor was in noticeably bad shape compared to some of the lower ones. Two of the corridors had collapsed on themselves, so filled with rubble they were all but impassable. Layers of cobwebs clogged the corners, and the dust lay so thick on the floor that Kell could trace his companions' path by the footprints they had left behind.

      Kell moved slowly into the room, trying not to stir up the dust as he went.

      "I almost would have preferred the monsters," he muttered, carefully edging around a broken picture frame lying on the floor. "This is both boring and gross."

      "The pre-cadian artwork is quite nice," Ansel commented, lingering over the frame.

      "Pre-whatnow?"

      Ansel nodded at a second picture hanging on the wall in somewhat better shape than the first. Kell hadn't been paying much attention to them, covered in cobwebs and dust as they were, but he had to admit they were the worst thing he'd ever seen in a museum. The scenes depicted were stark and stylized: naked figures dancing over a hill of bones while glowing balls of light floated up to join the stars.

      "This piece must be over a thousand years old," Ansel marveled. "A pity it has ended up here and in such poor disrepair."

      "A thousand years?" Kell whistled, doing a double take at the picture. It didn't look that old to him, but then again, he hardly knew what the current painting styles were on Earth, much less here. "I mean, it's not bad, but what's so special about it? Besides the age."

      "No one paints like this anymore."

      "What? Naked?"

      Ansel blushed, laughter bubbling in his throat. "No, without the gods. See how they are sending their souls up to the Everstars, not the Spirit Queen?"

      "Yeah, sure. If you say so."

      "Well … everyone knows better than that now. Our spirits return to her, and our bones to him, or so it was supposed to be."

      "I never really got that bit," Kell mused, looking at the painting with renewed interest. "Like, what does the Lick King do with a bunch of skeletons? He's certainly not weaponizing them as much as I thought he'd be."

      Ansel looked downright ill at that. "Even the Lich King is not so evil as to force the bones of those passed to walk the earth eternal."

      "He's … not?"

      Ansel shook his head. "I have heard he tried it once, near three hundred years ago, but was so aghast at his own handiwork he never made more again. The army he created disappeared, never to be seen again. I believe the goddess's human followers took care of them, sending them back to their graves where they belonged."

      "You sure of that?"

      Ansel blinked. "I …"

      "Like …" Kell waved a hand through the air, wondering how to phrase the question What's the chance those human followers of hers trapped a whole skeleton army in a maze of tunnels underneath a well-populated city to use as a death trap for their own benefit? In the end, he just shook his head. "Ah, never mind. These are kinda creepy pictures anyway. I'd rather be looking at the ocean than at them."

      "Er, right. Of course."

      "Unless you want to stay here?"

      Ansel wavered but shook his head. "N-no, it is fine."

      "Alright," Kell said, not actually believing it was alright but not knowing what to do about it. He squeezed Ansel's hand as they started forward through the corridor to the left, following Fre and Nea's footprints. "Hey, why don't you tell me about the architecture in the tower? Is it pre, you know, Arcadian too?"

      Ansel's face lit up but quickly dimmed. "You are not really interested in architecture."

      "Debatable. But I am interested in being interested in architecture. I just don't know enough to say if I am. So come on, enlighten me."

      Ansel's lips quirked up into a not-quite smile. "That is a strange way of asking to be bored."

      "Nothing you say is boring, Ans."

      Ansel raised a single, self-deprecating eyebrow.

      "Okay, maybe some of it is. But I still like the way you say it."

      Ansel didn't look entirely convinced, but his cheeks flushed a lovely shade of red, and he ducked his head to hide his blooming smile. Not that it hid it from Kell, who was short enough to still get the perfect view.

      The rest of the way through the winding, broken corridors was quite pleasant. As Kell had expected, Ansel had a lot to say about the foundation of the tower. Kell didn't actually understand any of it and may not have really been paying attention to most of it, but he got the impression that this whole place was a bit of a shambles. A stylistic shambles, not just a rundown and broken shambles. Apparently it had taken so long to build that the techniques, material, and styles changed every couple of floors.

      Kell hadn't even noticed.

      "Well," Ansel hedged, "it is a very subtle change."

      "You'll have to point it out to me next time it happens."

      "If you wish."

      "I—"

      A pair of strong, slim hands grabbed Kell's arm, yanking him through the next doorway. "What's taken you so long?" Nea demanded. "We're ready to leave already."

      Kell stumbled out onto a balcony, Ansel following behind them. A warm breeze whipped his bangs out of his face, rustling his cloak and drawing his eye out to the horizon. A horizon that sparkled and shone, dancing blue and silver in the sunlight. The barren land spilled out all around the tower, tumbling to an end at the edge of the sea, barren and vast in its own right but still so lively and bright.

      Kell had never seen the ocean before. Not in person.

      "Oh wow," he whispered.

      "Yeah, yeah, it's nice. Now let's get going," Nea said, heading back into the tower.

      "Wait. What? We just got here!"

      "You just got here, you lot of lollygagging mungheads. We've been here." Nea crossed their arms, glaring at Kell. "Waiting for you."

      "I …" Kell hesitated, glancing between them and the ocean. He could feel Ansel pressing against his back, silent and rigid. "Yeah, I guess we should—wait. Where's Fre?"

      "Oh, she's just looking around."

      "For monsters?"

      "For monsters."

      Kell sighed. This tower business was not really going how he'd hoped. No one seemed to be having much fun.

      Maybe expecting a tower full of demons to be fun was the problem. He quickly dismissed the thought. He hadn't made it this far with that kind of negative thinking.

      "Alright," Kell said. "Let's—"

      He was interrupted again, this time by a blood-curdling screech. It echoed through the tower, raising goosebumps on his arms and reminding him of every worst nightmare he'd ever had. It was answered by an equally loud but slightly less bloodthirsty battle cry.

      "Oh," Nea said, looking back at the doorway into the main tower. "Looks like Fre found some."

      "What?"

      "Sweet." Nea pulled out a slew of bottles from their pockets. Kell swore it was more than they'd had yesterday. "I call dibs on whatever Fre doesn't get to first."

      Nea flashed them a grin that was a bit too much teeth and disappeared back into the tower. The distant sound of yelling and battle could be heard from a few rooms away. Moments later, an explosion rocked the tower, followed by cheering.

      "To the next floor!" Fre roared, her voice booming through the tower. Nea's answer was lost to the wind, but Kell hardly expected them to disagree. The sound of pounding footsteps faded into the distance, leaving Kell and Ansel alone once more.

      Kell blinked, looking blankly at the doorway Nea had disappeared through. "To be honest, that was not what I expected."

      "Hmm."

      "I really didn't think there'd be monsters at all, you know?"

      "Mm."

      "But I'm glad there were."

      "Uh."

      "Not, like, glad there are monsters in general. But I'm glad that Fre and Nea are having a good time. I mean, twenty flights of nothing happening was just wasted potential."

      "Mm."

      "Don't really like that we keep splitting up like this. Feels like trouble waiting to get lost."

      "Huh."

      "But we ought to let them have this. No point trying to catch up with them now, right Ans?"

      Ansel inhaled loudly next to Kell. Kell turned to look at him. Ansel's face was pinched and tight, pale even under the late morning sun. His hand had grown clammy and cold, and his grip was slack. His eyes, glazed and unfocused, fixed on a spot below the horizon.

      "Ans?"

      Ansel didn't reply.

      "Um, Ans? You alright there?" Kell followed Ansel's line of sight, out over the balcony to the rolling, endless land below. Far, far, below. "Okay, so that's a no. Right, sorry. Uh … you want to, you know, not be out here?"

      Ansel continued not replying.

      "I'm going to take that as a yes." Kell gently tugged on Ansel's arm, trying to pull him back into the tower and away from the yawning stretch of open balcony. "Please say something. You're kinda freaking me out."

      "Pre-cadian architecture is noted for its abundance of arches, domes, and decorative bridges," Ansel said all in one breath without stopping or blinking. "Though scholars disagree on the particulars, it was believed that the apex of an arch was a sacred place from which one could speak to the stars. Bridges were especially revered for this purpose."

      "Okay … not what I had in mind, but it's a start." Kell said. "Maybe you should stay on this floor or even head back down. I'm sure I can figure out a way to get Squash's attention. You don't have to—"

      "No!"

      Kell startled at the force of Ansel's outburst, and even Ansel looked surprised.

      "N-no," Ansel continued, voice dropping lower and starting to shake. "Wait. You don't have to leave me. I am fine."

      The way Ansel's voice cracked on the last syllable belied his protests, but Kell didn't think it was worth pointing out.

      "It's not about me leaving. It's about you not having to do this," Kell tried to reason, but the words felt wrong in his mouth. He could see Ansel shutting himself off and knew that it wasn't the right thing to say even as he said it. "You really don't have to do this. We can figure something else out."

      Ansel was already shaking his head before Kell had even stopped talking. Kell wasn't sure he'd even been listening. "This is the whole reason we came to the tower. You said you needed this. This is your path."

      "I have no clue what my path is, for the record."

      "I cannot be the reason you lose your path."

      "You're right. Because I don't have a path."

      "I can do this."

      "But you don't have to!"

      "I need to do this."

      "Not if it hurts you!"

      "Do you think me incapable?" Ansel cried.

      "What are you trying to prove?" Kell countered.

      "Myself!"

      "To who?" Kell paused. "Whom? It's to whom, isn't it?"

      "Yes, that is—" Ansel shook his head, annoyed. "That is not the point."

      Kell shifted his weight back to his heels and spread his arms. "It might as well be. Look, Ans, you believe in destiny, don't you?"

      "Y-yes."

      "Right. So, destiny just means that as long as we get where we need to be eventually, everything that happened in between was the right thing to do. And trust me, the stars are gonna make sure I get where I need to be, which makes everything we're doing right now destiny enough for the record. So don't worry so much about the details. It'll work out somehow."

      Ansel sighed. "I rather don't think that's how this all works."

      "Are you the chosen hero?"

      "No."

      Kell raised an eyebrow. Ansel sighed again in defeat, turning away to lean against the wall. "This is not who I wanted to be," he muttered.

      "What's that?"

      Ansel took a long time to reply. "I just … thought I could do something, for once. Something … meaningful."

      "What do you mean? You do so much! All the time! More than me, if we're being honest here."

      "That is not true."

      "I mean, it kinda is." Kell started to count on his fingers. "You can heal and fish and do magic and read maps and you know things and—"

      "But what does it amount to? What … can I amount to? The Elders were right I will never find a calling, not even down here."

      "What do you care what they say? Those jerks kicked you out."

      "Ah …" Ansel shifted guiltily against the wall. He began to fidget with the hem of his sleeve. "That is. A bit of an oversimplification, actually."

      "A what?"

      "The Elders said leaving was for my own good. That I could either find a calling down here or find a way back to them."

      "So … what I'm hearing is they kicked you out."

      "All right, that part is perhaps not important."

      "They kicked you out."

      "What is important …" Ansel sighed, leaning more of his weight against the wall. "I have no idea what I am doing here."

      Kell edged close enough to Ansel to lay a comforting hand on his shoulder. "Literally none of us do."

      A series of explosions rocked the tower, sending dust and grit raining down on their heads. Kell glared at the ceiling in annoyance. "Except maybe Nea, and I don't necessarily consider that a good thing."

      "But I misled you," Ansel murmured, finally looking back at Kell. "I let you think I could do this and I can't. I … can't."

      Kell waved his free arm, dismissing Ansel's guilty and frustrated look. "It's whatever, yeah?"

      Smooth. Real comforting. That will definitely make him feel better. Kell cringed internally at his own words.

      "I mean …" he amended, hesitating over what to say next. "It's like. Not any different from, you know, usual. Nope, that's worse. I am not saying you're usually … You know what? I'm not even gonna finish that sentence. What I'm trying to say is, um, there is nothing to fear but … No, that's not right."

      "Kell?"

      "Wait. I got this. I just need a second."

      "Kell, it is all right. I feel better."

      "You do?"

      Ansel nodded. He still looked a bit pale, and a tiredness shadowed his eyes that hadn't been there before, but he seemed neither scared nor upset any longer. At least, not visibly. Kell knew there was more going on beneath the surface of Ansel's turbulent golden eyes than he could ever hope to read, but for now they were in a better place. Not a perfect one, but a better one.

      And Kell was going to ruin it.

      "So." Kell shuffled his feet, clearing his throat awkwardly. "Hear me out. We're up pretty high right now."

      Ansel's eyes narrowed. "Yes."

      "Can't we just try calling Squash from here? Like, what's there to lose?"

      Ansel bit his lip, eyes darting from Kell to the balcony doorway and back quickly. "That … may be possible."

      "Then let's give it a go!"

      "I cannot promise it will work."

      "I'm not asking you to."

      Ansel suppressed a smile. "The ritual calls for a place that almost touches the cloud. I am … not certain this quite counts."

      "So what's the worst that can happen if we try?"

      "I am afraid to answer that question."

      "Good call." Kell nodded sagely, folding his arms. "Let's just hope for failure, then."

      Failure was not, after all, the worst thing that could happen. It probably wasn't even in the top ten.

      "That is not what I meant and you know it." Ansel was smiling now, though he was trying his best to hide it under a frown.

      "I would contend that I know nothing unless proven otherwise."

      Ansel shook his head lightly. "I cannot agree with you on that, Chosen. But I will tell you what I know of contacting the Dawn Goddess and try to make your voice reach her again."

      "It was more of a her-people-called-my-people thing …" Kell trailed off at the increasingly confused tilt to Ansel's head. "You know what? Not important. So, what do we have to do?"

      "Well, I am not exactly certain. The specifics, that is. We all learn the instructions, but they are a little … vague, and, well, actually attempting it in the Spires was a bit looked down on. For anyone other than the Elders, that is." Ansel took a deep breath, seeming to steady himself, before opening his mouth wide and softly singing.

      

      The goddess comes on sunlit wings

      To those who pray to hear

      The joyous songs of ancient times

      Ringing through the air

      

      Give up on your illusions

      Of sight beyond her grace

      In darkness find the courage

      To look upon her face

      

      Confess your sins into the sky

      From just below the clouds

      And bow your head to holy light

      For the chosen be not proud

      

      Kell made a valiant effort not to cringe while Ansel sang. He'd forgotten how bad Ansel's singing was.

      So bad. Oh god, so bad. Not even cute-bad, just baaad.

      There was something off about the way Ansel sang as well. Like the shape of his mouth didn't match the words coming out of it. Or, at least, the words Kell was hearing. Kell had never really figured out how his apparently star-powered ability to understand everything worked, or why they thought it was a better skill for him to have than breathing fire. Then again, he'd never paid much attention before.

      He found himself paying a bit too much attention now. It was easier to focus on the way Ansel's lips moved than what was coming out of them. Whether the words they formed were Celesian or Common or whatever, the way they moved was mesmerizing. If Ansel could sing, he would have looked and sounded like a real angel.

      Except … not quite. Even beyond the off-key warble in Ansel's voice, he was no Renaissance painting. His lips, when Kell really focused on them, were cracked where Ansel constantly worried at them. Hairline splits and patches, barely noticeable at first, marred Ansel's perfectly shaped lips.

      Kell wondered what they felt like, if they were still soft to touch. He hadn't noticed, the first time Ansel kissed him. He'd been too busy panicking.

      Things were … maybe not better now. But quieter.

      Kell found himself leaning forward unconsciously, ideas running through his head he had no control over. He flushed and crossed his arms, trying to clamp down on his unruly thoughts. This wasn't the time for that.

      (It was never the time for that.)

      He just hoped Ansel hadn't noticed him staring.

      Luckily Ansel was looking down and only met Kell's eyes once the song ended. He cleared his throat and shifted, hands fluttering and tugging at his robes. "Ah, sorry. I hope that was not too terrible."

      "So what does all that mean?" Kell asked instead of lying or admitting he'd tuned most of it out.

      Ansel shrugged, looking a bit guilty. "Ah, no one is quite sure. Even Elder Jorrel, the most revered expert on mystic studies, never got it to work for him in practice. Did none of it mean anything to you?"

      None of what? seemed like the wrong answer here. And it wasn't like Kell hadn't paid any attention. Just not a lot. He still felt completely confident when he answered. "Not really, no."

      "Ah. I had hoped … But I suppose one cannot expect even the chosen to know of everything, especially obscure celesian lore."

      "Why don't we just try whatever that old Jared guy did? Maybe it'll work because I'm here. I mean, it did specifically mention the chosen, right?"

      Ansel nodded slowly. "That is true. Elder Jorrel never had the benefit of the chosen's assistance when he tried to call the goddess. Perhaps that is all that is needed for it to work …" Ansel trailed off, brows creasing in concentration as he mumbled softly to himself, too quietly for Kell to understand.

      "Why can't your people call Her Squashness whenever?" Kell mused aloud. When Ansel looked at him, he continued. "I mean, you kinda work for her, right?"

      "In a way. We say we are her messengers, but it is more in theory than in fact."

      "Hmm?"

      "I am not sure how it works, exactly, as the Dawn Goddess and Dusk God are no longer on … speaking terms with each. There have been no messages to carry. Not since before I was born, at least. Such uncertainty has driven even the most intransient Elders to consider … alternative means of contacting the goddess. Seeking guidance, instruction, reassurance that our people continue to do what is right by the old ways. By her ways. Anything, really. But she has had little to say lately. Little that is not said to you."

      "Which you lot can still hear."

      "Well, yes. We can hear her speak to all her chosen. It is the same way she speaks to us and how we celesians speak to each other. Or used to, so I am told, in the days when we were messengers. My people do not venture out from our Spires any more, and our goddess does not speak to us. Only to the chosen, and only sometimes at that. Except you. She has spoken the most to you."

      "Because she has something to say, or because I'm not dead yet?" Ansel blanched, eyes dropping to the floor. Kell immediately regretted asking that. "Never mind. Don't answer. So, how do we do this? Pray? Confess I've been a bad chosen? Just kind of yell her name, names, any name until something happens?"

      "Something like that," Ansel said, nose wrinkling.

      "But not?"

      "Well, no, not really."

      "Gotcha."

      Something like that turned out to be quite a bit more structured and boring than Kell had imagined. But then, he'd mostly been picturing himself on the top of a tower shouting into the sky until Squash got annoyed enough to show up and answer him in person, so he really wasn't surprised.

      (He was still secretly holding out for the shouting bit, no matter what Ansel said about impropriety and unnecessary effort.)

      They ended up standing just inside the door to the balcony, Ansel back a little further and Kell almost on the balcony itself. Ansel had said that being able to see the clouds was considered important to the incantation, whatever that meant.

      Kell had almost made the mistake of asking, "What incantation?" But that would have fallen under things that show your boyfriend that you don't listen to him very well, so he didn't. He just nodded and tried to look like he knew what he was doing as Ansel directed him to stand closer to the railing.

      No, a bit closer.

      “All right, not that close. Come back, please. You need not be so near the edge.”

      It took longer than Kell would have liked to arrange themselves in some satisfactory manner, due in a large part to Ansel's adamant refusal to step outside the shadow of the doorway and equal insistence on the ritual taking place as outside as possible.

      After a good ten minutes of shuffling about and arguing about the proper position of the sun in relation to the tower (Ansel arguing with himself—Kell wouldn't have known where to start), Ansel deemed them ready to begin.

      "Alright!" Kell stood up straighter, clapping his hands together. "So. What do you want me to do? I know, I know. Other than not shout."

      "Just keep standing there for now, love," Ansel replied absentmindedly, concentration clearly elsewhere. "You should not have to do much more."

      "Oh …" Kell felt disappointed for some reason. He couldn't quite pinpoint why.

      Ansel clasped his hands together and bowed his head. A tingle ran up Kell's spine. He could feel magic gathering in the air, poised on the edge of something greater. Slowly, Ansel began to sway, singing tonally under his breath. The rhythm matched the first song, but something was off about the way the notes hung in the air, and it wasn't just the way Ansel sang them. It was as though there was an echo to each note, like Ansel's voice was coming from somewhere very deep and far away.

      Golden light seeped out between his clasped hands, sweeping over the balcony. It flickered and sputtered as it spread, dim in some spots and too bright in others. Kell eyed it with mild concern.

      Was it supposed to do that?

      Well, Ansel looked like he knew what he was doing. It was probably fine.

      The stars tingled in the back of Kell's mind, singing and sparking in time with Ansel's voice. Kell couldn't tell if it meant something. He couldn't feel any intent behind their presence. Maybe they just liked the song. Kell didn't know what to think of that.

      The light shuddered and sputtered as Ansel's voice wavered, tripping over a note he couldn't get quite right.

      But it's probably fine. Not like it really matters if this works or not.

      Kell was so caught up in watching the circle of golden light spreading fitfully under his feet that he missed Fre's first warning.
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      "—below. Watch out!"

      The rising urgency (and volume) of Fre's voice finally caught Kell's attention. He startled, head snapping upwards, craning his neck beyond the overhang of the balcony to see what the fuss was about.

      In retrospect, that was maybe a bad idea.

      Something, or possibly several somethings, rushed downwards past Kell. It (or they) crashed along the outside of the tower in a long, shrieking line of dark wings and leathery skin. A stray leg or tail or wing or … something caught on the balcony's railing and tore a huge chunk of it away. The sound of crumbling stone and shattering mortar was drowned out by the shouting from above and the unearthly, monstrous screaming from below.

      The golden light that had blanketed the balcony winked out momentarily but came back as Ansel seemed to rally himself. He didn't stop singing, though the notes shook more heavily and the tone dipped more wildly than before. Kell couldn't be completely sure, but he'd guess that this wasn't normally part of the ritual.

      The stars kept tune with him the whole time. Kell ignored them.

      Kell revised his opinion of monsters downward once again. He hadn't minded Fre and Nea doing their thing, but throwing unwanted monsters at people was just rude.

      All right, it was probably an accident, but dropping monsters on people wasn't much better.

      He stepped further out onto the balcony, barely paying any mind to the yawning gap in the railing and precariously cracking stonework. Turning around, he leaned back, intent on telling Fre just that.

      He really should have known better.

      Of course there was a second one of the … whatever the first one had been. Mister long, dark, and slithery, thrashing its way out of an upper turret as fast as monstrously possible to get away from Fre. Kell paused, watching it slither and crawl. He couldn't tell if it had legs or wings or appendages at all—even in the light, it was all shadow and blur. Like a nightmare only half remembered, more the idea of a monster than the actuality of one. More of a placeholder monster concept than the finished version.

      Kell wasn't sure if he was interested or disappointed by the lack of finesse this world put into its monsters, but he certainly wasn't surprised.

      Disappointment never really was a surprise.

      The explosion, on the other hand, was certainly a surprise, even if it really shouldn't have been. It knocked the nearly formless monster off the side of the tower, sending a rain of rubble and indistinct horror tumbling straight down toward Kell.

      Well, fuck. He just about had time to think before he was throwing himself backward out of the way. He tumbled into Ansel, knocking them both onto the floor in the relative safety of the doorway's overhang just as the first chunk of rubble hit the balcony. Ansel landed on the floor with a grunt, the song on his lips choking out as Kell landed on top of him. The tingle of magic in the air sharpened to a crackle, golden light exploding in a starburst around them as Ansel lost control of whatever spell he'd been trying to wrangle. The light shook the tower around them, bowing out the stone wall as the spell dissipated in a shock wave of sound, feeling, and taste Kell couldn't even begin to describe.

      Kell's ears buzzed with noise he couldn't pinpoint. He thought some of it might be Fre and Nea shouting for them, but he couldn't quite make anything out. He sat up slowly, blinking spots out of his eyes and assessing the damage.

      The bad news: The balcony was all but gone. Only a ragged strip of broken wood and cracked rock remained, jutting out from the doorway like a set of outstretched talons reaching for the sky.

      The good(?) news: The monster was also gone.

      Kell did not believe these things held equal weight. He flopped down next to Ansel, letting his head hit the cool stone floor, and groaned. The stars fizzled out in his head.

      They almost seemed disappointed.

      "That was more of a failure than I had expected. Not going to lie. Or at least, not the failure I had anticipated." Kell thought about how that sounded and amended it. "Not that I was necessarily anticipating failure. Not this kind of failure. You know what I mean, right?"

      Ansel didn't answer. He had his hands pressed over his face, but Kell could still make out the tight, unhappy line of his lips. His chest moved up and down rapidly, heaving in time with the trembling of his wings. Kell propped himself up on an elbow and leaned closer to Ansel.

      "Hey. Ans. You okay?"

      "No-o," came the muffled reply.

      Kell glanced over Ansel's prone figure, noting the too-still way he held himself, the tension in his shoulders, the whiteness of his knuckles. "Like, physically or mentally?"

      "I … do not know. Both. Neither. I don't know." Ansel took a deep, wheezing breath, letting it out slowly and shakily. "I was doing okay until that. I was. I thought I was fine. I thought I could handle this much. I—"

      Ansel cut himself off, swallowing whatever else he intended to say with a choked-back sob.

      Kell reached out, free hand falling just short of Ansel's shoulder. He let it linger in the air between them while he gathered his thoughts. "Ans … you don't have to be fine with this."

      Ansel muttered something, but it was too low and muffled by his hands for Kell to catch it.

      "What was that?"

      "You are fine with this," Ansel repeated. "You are always fine with this."

      Kell leaned back, frowning. "Well, yeah. But that doesn't mean you have to be. Actually, it's better if you aren't. My self-preservation instincts are dangerously low."

      Ansel snorted, but his amusement was short lived. "The spell …"

      "So it didn't work the first time?" Kell waved his hand dismissively, shrugging. "So what? We can try again."

      Ansel was quiet for a long time. When he finally did reply, it was little over a whisper, so low Kell had to strain to hear him.

      "Please do not ask me to do that again."

      "Ans—"

      "Please. I … the spell, I lost control of it. I could have hurt you. I do not know what I am doing. I never should have pretended I did. I am sorry. Please do not rely on me."

      "Or maybe we just agree it was a bad idea from the start and blame whoever insisted on trying it."

      "But it was your idea, Chosen."

      "Exactly, and it was a fucking terrible one. Who needs to talk to Her Squashness anyway?"

      "You?"

      That startled a laugh out of Kell. "Well, yes, but let's just pretend the answer is no one and get out of here."

      "You don't have to try and make me feel better. This is my fault, and I …"

      "Technically," Kell pointed out, "it's Squash's fault. If she hadn't made contacting her so weird and archaic, we wouldn't be here." Kell leaned toward the broken balcony, raising his voice. "You hear that? This is your fault! Your customer service is bad and you should feel bad."

      Ansel giggled, the sound just on the edge of hysteria. "You … you cannot speak to the goddess like that, Chosen."

      "What's she going to do? Come down here and stop me?"

      They both waited a moment to see if she did. Nothing happened.

      Kell turned his back to the balcony, tucking his legs under him and sitting up straighter. "Yeah, this is not happening."

      "I am sorry."

      "Don't be. It's not you; it's her. And like, maybe ten percent Fre and twenty percent Nea. But definitely not you."

      "One might think you were playing favorites."

      "That's because I am, and you're my favorite."

      Ansel spluttered, pressing his hands harder against his face to hide the creeping red blush tinting his cheeks and neck. His reply, when he managed to sort one out, was tentative, but his voice had lost its shaky edge. "You truly are not mad?"

      "Nah. Not even at her, to be honest. We tried this. It didn't work. Time to go find another harebrained idea to attempt. Like, I dunno. Fight the Lick King. Save the world. For the record, I don't really expect those to work out either."

      "They will," Ansel said with a surprising amount of conviction. "You are the true chosen one. You cannot fail your destiny."

      "Watch me try," Kell muttered under his breath. When Ansel glanced at him through cautiously spread fingers, Kell cleared his throat and spoke up. "So, you wanna head back down? I figure the others clearing the tower should count for all of us. Not like we all need to keep going."

      Ansel removed his hands from his face, staring at the ceiling. He hummed lightly, in either agreement or acknowledgement, and pushed himself up into a sitting position. He wouldn't quite look at Kell, his eyes focused on some point just beyond Kell's left elbow.

      "You good?" Kell asked.

      Ansel gave no sign of having heard him. He pulled his sleeves down, balling the fabric over his fists and hunching his shoulders in. "This …"

      "Hmm?"

      "This was not what you wanted."

      "Eh, maybe that's the problem." Kell rocked back, hoping he didn't sound too flippant. He needed Ansel to know that he cared, but also, like that he didn't. It was a delicate balance. "It's always what I want, isn't it? That's not fair. Fre and Nea get what they want whether I have any say in it most of the time. But what about you? What do you want? I don't think I ask you that enough."

      "You should not have to."

      "I don't know. I think I should. So?"

      "I … do not want to be here."

      "Alright, then let's go." Kell reached out his hand toward Ansel. Ansel took it tentatively with both of his, allowing Kell to help him to his feet. Kell secretly marveled again how light Ansel was. He should ask about the hollow bones sometime.

      Not now, obviously. He had some tact. But, like, some time his boyfriend hadn't just had something awful happen to him.

      On second thought, maybe he should just ask Nea. Or Myste. Myste might know. She was smart and had wings too.

      Ansel allowed Kell to lead him through the tower, hesitating only slightly when they came to the staircase. Kell turned to go back down, and Ansel followed a pace behind. They didn't talk for the twenty or so flights of stairs it took to reach ground level.

      Kell thought about talking a few times, trying to strike up a lighter conversation, but the awkward silence emanating from Ansel kept putting him off. That, and he wasn't a big fan of talking while climbing stairs. His cardio wasn't that strong.

      Then again, maybe it wasn't the silence that was awkward.

      Maybe Ansel just didn't like struggling for breath around every other word either as the stairs unrolled under their feet and the tower pressed down on them, heavy and echoing, amplifying every little sound they made from the scuff of their boots on stone to the occasional thud of a misplaced step.

      So they didn't talk. But Kell tried to think of what he would have said if they did. He felt like there was still something lingering between them, unsaid and unacknowledged. He just wasn't good enough with words (or people) to put it right. If it could be put right. Even if it couldn't, he wanted—needed—Ansel to know he was all right with that. Whatever that was.

      Maybe it was a good thing they weren't talking. Kell had no idea what he was saying, even to himself. So he stayed silent and amused himself on the way down by playing with his worry bracelet, counting the stones they passed, and low-key freaking out.

      He was so caught up in his own head that he'd managed to completely forget about the whole situation on the ground floor. He almost walked right into Jester coming out of the stairwell. Or was it Pester? He'd already forgotten which was which. If he'd ever known.

      "Ha!" Jester (or maybe Pester?) shouted, pointing at him. "You failed."

      "Um, no." Kell pushed her accusing finger away from his face. Rude. "We're just taking a break. Fre and Nea are still on their way up, so it's not like we're leaving."

      "You … wait, can you do that?" Probably-Jester turned to her sister. "Can they do that?"

      Pester looked down at them from where she was perched on a broken column and shrugged.

      "There, you see?" Kell said as though that had been a real answer. He pushed past Jester, pulling Ansel along with him. "If the rules don't say we can't, then we can."

      Jester crossed her arms and harrumphed in annoyance. "You still have to fight us if you fail," she called at their retreating backs, but neither she nor Pester tried to stop them, which Kell counted as close enough to a win for today.

      "Looking forward to it," Kell called back, ignoring the muttering and complaining that followed behind him. If all these demons and gods and stars really wanted him to follow their rules, they'd make ones that weren't so easy to bend. It wasn't his fault this world was messed as fuck and easily exploited by the creatively lazy and morbidly curious.

      Then again, that was why he kept getting in trouble.

      Eh, you can't win them all.

      With Ansel following a step behind, Kell backtracked through the tower, down the main hall and back into the kitchen. He snagged a pair of what he hoped were oranges from a bowl on the counter as he passed through, heading for the fresh air outside. Ansel radiated disapproval at him but said nothing.

      Stepping out the door, Kell felt tension melt from his shoulders he hadn't realized he'd been carrying. By unspoken agreement, he and Ansel headed toward the little garden they'd passed on the way around the tower, settling down on the ground next to the rows of happy growing things. A bird swooped overhead, the shadow tracing swirled paths through the greenery.

      At least, Kell hoped it was a bird.

      He chose not to check though.

      Handing one of the (hopefully) oranges to Ansel, Kell wondered whether it was worth breaking this kind of silence. Out here, in the heat of the sun and openness of the semi-arid land around them, the problems of the tower and the gods seemed so far away.

      They were literally (figuratively?) right behind Kell. But they didn't seem so close right now, in the silence that came so readily in the spaces where plants were tended and loved. It was a special kind of silence, one Kell had watched wither and die at home after Grace had been born. His mother had had no time for more than perfunctory gardening, what with her to take care of.

      In the end, the decision wasn't Kell's to make.

      "Thank you," Ansel whispered. He turned the orange over and over in his hands. Its glossy skin caught the light, blazing like a miniature sun in his tender palms. The way he held it looked like magic, like the golden light of the spells he struggled to control.

      Kell wondered if Ansel had the same thought. He realized he'd been staring at Ansel's hands for what was maybe longer than considered polite and cleared his throat. "Ah, no, don't thank me. It was my fault to begin with. I shouldn't have made you do this in the first place. I always push you into things, don't I? I'm sorry about that."

      Ansel shook his head. "It is not that. I have done nothing here I did not wish to. Or, at least. Think I wished to. Think I should wish to. I do not know. It is like … there is a person I ought to be, but I know I am not. I was trying to be that person. I wanted to be that person. But I am not. Not really. I do not think I ever will be."

      "So stop trying."

      Ansel looked up at Kell, hurt clear in his eyes. Kell backtracked, trying to explain what he meant. "Like, stop trying to be a person you aren't? Sorry, I know that makes it too simple, but, damn, Ans, you don't owe anyone your life or your time or your, I don't know, fucking personality. Like, yeah, conforming to societal expectations is great and whatever, but how about just, I don't know, don't? It's as simple and hard as that."

      "You truly are all right with that," Ansel murmured.

      "Bit hypocritical of me if I wasn't," Kell replied. "Being a huge disappointment to everyone myself."

      "You are not!" Ansel exclaimed, aghast. "You are the chosen."

      "Those don't seem mutually exclusive to me, but I digress." Kell leaned back against the cool stone of the tower, staring up at the cloudless sky. "What do you think I was before I was the chosen?"

      "I … what?"

      Kell raised a single finger to the sky to punctuate his point. "Exactly. I wasn't anything. I was just someone who wanted more but didn't know what." Kell sighed, remembering the night on the bridge and the voice like thunder that changed everything. "I suppose that's how one becomes the chosen, ironically."

      "That is … not the same?"

      Ansel said it like a question, which meant Kell was winning.

      "Maybe not." Kell let his head fall back against the stone. "But I've always just been someone who wants more but doesn't know what, or why, or when. Being chosen doesn't change that. It just makes it more complicated." Kell drummed his fingers on his leg, staring blankly into space for a second. "Okay, I think I lost where I was going with this."

      Ansel laughed quietly under his breath, hand coming up on reflex to smother the sound. "Ah, no, I believe I understand."

      "You do?"

      Ansel nodded.

      "Oh, good. That makes one of us."

      They sat in silence for a few minutes, neither quite sure if it was awkward or not.

      Kell attempted to peel his orange. The skin was thicker than any orange he'd ever wrangled before, and his fingernails were blunt and cracked from weeks on the road. He couldn't get a good-enough purchase on it to break the skin. Kell found his focus narrowing down to him and the orange, the eternal struggle of man versus nature playing out in the palm of his hand.

      Ansel cleared his throat politely, making Kell jump. He nearly dropped the orange. Kell stared at it forlornly for a second, aware of Ansel watching him, before turning to the side to face Ansel properly, letting the orange drop down against his leg.

      There was a shadow of laughter in Ansel's eyes that not even his serious expression could hide. "May I ask you a question?" Ansel asked.

      "You don't have to ask. I mean, you don't have to ask if you can ask. Just ask me." Kell rubbed his forehead. He could feel Ansel's suppressed amusement, and as much as it made him happy to see Ansel in a better mood, he wished it was because of something he'd done or said that hadn't made him look like a fool. "Yes, you can ask me anything."

      "When you said you are someone who wants more …"

      "Hmm?"

      "Do you just mean adventure? Or … are there other things you think you want?"

      Kell hesitated, his mind going predictably blank. All those things he wanted to talk to Ansel about? He couldn't remember a single one of them.

      He must have been silent for too long because Ansel continued, cheery expression faltering as he spoke. "I … truly do have a hard time understanding you. And I do not mean to press, or …" Ansel trailed off, biting his lip. "I just … want to know if there is more you do want. From me. If you know yet."

      "Yes," Kell blurted out. "I mean, I don't know, but also yes."

      Creases formed in Ansel's brow as he considered. "What do you mean by that?" he finally asked.

      "Good question." Kell held up his hand when Ansel opened his mouth, frown forming on the edges. Ansel pressed his lips together and waited, giving Kell a moment to gather his thoughts. "Look, I don't have an easy time understanding myself either. Like, your guess is as good as mine. But … I do like you. I know that much. And I want something with you. I'm trying to figure out what, exactly, but I know it's more than holding hands and pretending to sleep a foot apart at night."

      "Oh." Ansel chewed on his lower lip, rolling the orange around between his palms. "Is that, uh …"

      He trailed off, blush rising to stain his cheeks. Kell leaned forward, gesturing for him to continue. This was honestly going better than Kell had expected. He'd been building the idea of talking about their relationship up in his mind for days now until it seemed insurmountable. But it wasn't. It was just talking to the person he cared about most. There was nothing hard about that.

      Ansel's blush grew deeper, his wings fluttering around him. They brushed against Kell, the soft-edged feathers tickling his arm and side. Kell had to suppress a giggle at the feeling. He didn't want Ansel to take it the wrong way, but he definitely didn't want to push him away. Kell may have even moved a little closer just to feel the way Ansel's wings curled possessively around him.

      Ansel met his eyes, a spark of knowing in their depths. "I …" he started to say again, losing steam almost immediately. Kell waited patiently for Ansel to start again. "I know you need to figure out your own feelings, but … is there anything I can do? That we can do together that might help you in knowing how you feel and what you want? Or, do not want, I suppose. I would not assume … but I just …"

      Kell felt a twinge of guilt as Ansel continued his bumbling speech. He'd been going about this all wrong since the very start, hadn't he? Of course he wanted to explore his boundaries with Ansel, and not just theoretically. But …

      But.

      He'd been burned by those kind of promises before. Flings who said they'd respect his decisions and didn't. His high school girlfriend, who had been perfectly nice otherwise but couldn't comprehend the idea of him not wanting to kiss her—and refused to let him ruin her idea of a perfect relationship over it. The first guy he'd had a crush on in college, who'd said they'd be amazing together and left after he'd managed to talk Kell into bed with him.

      Those people weren't Ansel. More importantly, Ansel wasn't them. He wasn't like anyone Kell had met before.

      Ansel was genuine, and kind, and loyal, and Kell trusted him with his life. Maybe it would be okay to trust him with his body as well.

      "Okay," Kell said, interrupting Ansel increasingly fractured and stuttering rambles.

      "Oh … okay?"

      "Yeah. Okay."

      Ansel's face lit up, though his lips kept their downward twinge. "I … I do not think that is an answer."

      "What? Yes it is! Er, why? What was the question?"

      Ansel just shook his head. "It is not a very specific answer."

      "I’m not a very specific person."

      "I wish that did not make as much sense as it did."

      Kell scooched closer, bumping his shoulder against Ansel's. "No, you don't."

      Ansel hummed. "Perhaps not."

      A beat of silence fell between them, peaceful and tense at the same time. A thread of suspense ran through the air between them, the unspoken promise of things to come lingering in half-formed offers and barely expressed desires. It felt as though anything could happen.

      It felt as though nothing needed to.

      Kell lay his head on Ansel's shoulder. Ansel wrapped his wings around Kell's back. Between them, their free hands found each other.

      "I think you should kiss me," Kell said.

      Ansel stared at him blankly, crimson blazing from his cheeks to the tips of his ears. "A-are you sure?"

      "Sure is overrated. But yeah, I think so."

      "And you will tell me if you think otherwise?"

      Kell almost said no. Because he knew himself, and he knew his history. He didn't tell people once they'd pushed past his limits. He either suffered in silence or left.

      It had always been easier.

      Kell tightened his grip on Ansel's hand. "I'll tell you. I hope you won't be too disappointed in me." Kell tried to say it as a joke. It came out a bit too sincere for his liking.

      Ansel seemed to pick up on Kell's tone. He frowned lightly, the movement drawing Kell's eyes inexorably down to his lips. Ansel lay his free hand on Kell's cheek, tilting his face closer.

      In a brief moment of distracted panic, Kell wondered what Ansel had done with his orange. Kell had stolen it for him, after all.

      Ansel leaned in closer, brushing his forehead against Kell's. Their faces were so close together, Kell felt a little cross-eyed looking at him.

      "You could never disappoint me," Ansel murmured.

      "Like, because you don't expect much from me, or …" Kell trailed off into a tight, breathy laugh.

      "I didn't expect anything from you. And yet you've given me the world." Ansel pressed his forehead tighter to Kell's. His lips were so close, Kell could taste his breath in every gentle exhale that touched his skin. He shivered.

      Dammit. I was supposed to be the suave, confident one in this relationship, Kell moaned silently, secretly impressed. He liked this side of Ansel: bolder, braver, slightly impertinent. It was beguiling.

      Ansel ran his fingers along Kell's cheek. Kell was trying to figure out what he should be doing with his own hands—Should he keep holding Ansel's hand? What about the orange? Did he put it down? Like where? On the ground? But he wanted to eat it later, and the ground was dirty, and fuck, Ansel was going to kiss him, why did he care about a stupid orange?—as Ansel leaned in closer, slow enough that Kell could pull back if he wanted.

      He didn't.

      Time seemed to slow. Kell almost wondered if he was dying again, but the only stars he saw were Ansel's half-lidded eyes, scant inches from his own.

      I didn't brush my teeth this morning, he thought a tad hysterically. I haven't brushed my teeth in a month. We shouldn't be doing this.

      Even as he thought it, Kell knew it was just an excuse. He forced his shoulders to relax and let himself lean into Ansel's fingers as he closed the distance—

      A crack like thunder split the air. Kell jumped, banging his forehead against Ansel's. They both reeled back as the ground around them began to tremble.

      "Ansel vel Celesian. We have been looking for you."
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      For the first time in his life, Kell was angry at not getting kissed.

      Angry and, to be honest, a little freaked out. Kell's head throbbed where he'd hit it against Ansel's. His eyes watered from the pain, blurring his vision and making it difficult to glare at whoever had interrupted them. Whoevers. About half a dozen wavy figures stood before them, obnoxiously tall and indistinctly imposing in the bright sunlight. They wore floating white robes that hid their bodies with hoods that shadowed their faces and made it impossible to read their expressions or intentions.

      Kell was low-key freaking out. He didn't like surprises or being snuck up on. He made the most logical split-second reaction he could.

      He groaned and lobbed the orange at them.

      Unsurprisingly, it missed, rolling to a sad stop by the foot of the foremost figure.

      "What was that meant to accomplish?" the figure to the far left (Kell's left, not the figure's) asked, sounding genuinely curious.

      The figure second from the right stooped down, gently prodding the orange. "Perhaps there is a hidden defense mechanism in here."

      "How fascinating," said the figure on the far left. "The chosen get more creative every year."

      "The chosen are not meant to be creative." The foremost figure drew themself up, making a point of staring down at both Kell and their own companions. Their robes flapped around them as they spoke as if incensed on their owner's behalf. "The chosen are not meant to be anything other than the chosen. Any deviation from that course is a detriment to the well-being of Allune and an insult to the insight of the Dawn Goddess."

      Kell blinked up at them. He sat up, leaning forward a bit. "Can I have my orange back?"

      That seemed to make the tall, prissy one even prissier. "We are here to grace you with our council and relieve you of your burden, and this is what you ask of us?"

      "First of all, I don't know who the fuck y'all are. Second, I am on the verge of not caring. And third, yeah? I mean, I was planning on eating that later."

      Later as in after Ansel kissed him but possibly before kissing him again. Kell didn't think these jerks needed to know that.

      Stunned silence reigned for a minute. The figures stared at Kell with a mix of confusion, disbelief, and annoyance. It was a familiar look, even if he still couldn't quite see their faces. Kell felt the threat level of the situation going from I might almost die (again) to I might have to yell at people (again).

      He couldn't say he was surprised.

      "Look," he began, "I'm a busy guy. I've got worlds to save, balances to restore, gods to berate. Can you, like, tell me why you're here? Or not. Not's fine too. And then leave. I'm fine with you leaving without telling me, actually. Completely fine. Just putting it out there."

      "Chosen," Ansel hissed, a thread of true fear in his voice. Kell's hackles rose immediately. He could feel Ansel pressing against him but only now realized how eerily still Ansel was holding himself. Kell couldn't even feel him breathing. Ansel whispered so low it was a strain to hear. "You cannot speak to the Elders in such a way."

      Kell squinted at the line of figures. They were probably at least as tall as Ansel; there was that. And they could easily be hiding a pair of wings or three in their billowing white robes. Actually, now that Kell was looking closer, some of the billow to the robes did look awfully feathery. And they sure acted like he'd imagined a gang of old bullies would.

      "The Elders?" Kell repeated. "As in, the jerks who were … uh, jerks to you back home?"

      "Chosen, please."

      "At least this one still remembers the proper way of things," the stocky one to the right sneered. "Though he has been remiss in practicing them of late. An error the disciplinary board will be addressing when we return to the Spires."

      Kell rubbed his head. "Can someone tell me what's going on using small words and short sentences? Pretend you're talking to a child. A particularly dim child." Kell glared at the line of figures from under his hand. "Well?"

      It was the tall and angry figure in the front who answered. Now that Kell was used to looking at them, he could tell that this one had the fanciest robe. It had the most shimmer and the nicest swooshiness. Kell pegged him as the leader of this merry band. He had the attitude (and attitude problems) for it. "We are the Sacred Elders of the Spires, the Highest Order of the Grand High Synod that decides the fate of all celesian affairs."

      "Still too many big words," Kell interjected. Next to him he could feel Ansel stifle a huff of laughter. The more Kell talked, the more Ansel seemed to relax.

      Mr. Tall and Angry gritted his teeth. "I am Elder Henrel, foremost amongst the celesians, servant of her light since her dawning. These are Elders Muensel, Crainbel, and Jorrel."

      "Yeah, I'm not remembering any of that," Kell informed him.

      "We have been looking for you, Chosen One" Elder Henry continued as if he hadn't heard Kell. "Normally, the celesians make it a rule not to get involved in the affairs of the chosen. The Dawn Goddess picks her champions and sees them here herself. We are merely messengers."

      "With no messages," Kell muttered under his breath.

      "But that is precisely why we are here," the figure on the right cut in. Muenster? Muesli? Kell didn't even know if those were names. Elder Muesli continued, glaring icy daggers down at them. "It is a disgrace enough to our people for one of our own to be running around like this with the chosen, but him? We will not stand to see the chosen's journey compromised because of our community's failure."

      "We have come to bring Ansel back," Elder Jared added.

      "We will not have you be burdened by our responsibility any longer," Elder Henry said.

      "We apologize for the inconvenience he must have caused you," Elder Cranberry said.

      "You must be so relieved," Elder Jared said. He sounded like he was trying to be friendly. Kell almost hated him the most.

      "I—" Kell stopped, shaking his head. "No, wait. I am literally not taking this sitting down." Kell rolled himself to his feet using the stones of the tower wall behind him to steady himself as he got up. Ignoring the old angel gang for a moment, he turned to Ansel, who had remained still and largely silent for the entire interaction so far. Kell crouched in front of Ansel, holding out his hand.

      "Hey, babe, you okay down there, or you wanna get up too?"

      Ansel blinked up at him as if coming out of a daze. His gaze lingered on Kell's outstretched hand for long enough that Kell began to worry he'd done something weird, though it was probably only a few seconds. Ansel bit his lip, eyes flicking past Kell, before he gave a little nod and took Kell's hand. He let Kell pull him up to stand side by side with him, their fingers remaining intertwined even after Ansel was steady on his feet.

      "That's better," Kell said to no one in particular. He turned back to face the Elders. "Now, where was I? Oh, yeah. Telling you to fuck off."

      Stunned silence met Kell's proclamation. Elder Muesli reared back, a look of total shock on his face. Kell wondered if this was the first time anyone had ever told him no.

      "Unless Ans wants to tell you to fuck off himself," Kell continued undeterred. "I don't pretend to speak for him."

      Kell could feel the warmth of Ansel's smile over his shoulder as Ansel leaned closer into him, murmuring a barely there "thanks" into his ear.

      "This is worse than we feared," Elder Muesli grumbled, recovering from the shock of having someone defy him.

      "Fight me," Kell bit out. Ansel squeezed his hand in warning. "Sorry, babe. I mean, fight us."

      "Not the part I objected to," Ansel muttered. He didn't sound particularly upset. At least, not at Kell. He did still sound a little upset in general. Kell wasn't sure how he could tell the difference, but he just could.

      Elder Henry tutted at them. "Now, now, Chosen. It is not your place to meddle in our affairs, as it is not our place to meddle in yours. The chosen have always faced their destiny alone. Such is the way it has always been. Such is the way it was meant to be. You understand, naturally."

      Kell scratched his ear, zoning out the more Elder Henry spoke. "Nah," he said once he was fairly certain the lecture was over. "Not really."

      That seemed to throw Elder Henry for a loop. Elder Jared jumped in as Elder Henry spluttered and fumed. "We have been watching your progress," he told Ansel, which, you know, totally not creepy at all. "Your magic has improved quite a bit."

      "In scope if not control," Elder Muesli added snidely.

      "It is encouraging though," Elder Cranberry countered. "We would be willing to overlook your other … shortcomings in light of this development."

      "We are happy to see you finally living up to the potential of your wings," Elder Jared said. Of all the Elders, he had the gentlest voice, which still wasn't saying much. If he was trying to be nice, he wasn't very good at it.

      "Of course, we would have to restart his training all over again," Elder Cranberry commented to Elder Muesli. "And at his age …"

      "Better that we train him late than let him continue to interfere down here," Elder Muesli conceded. He didn't sound like he really believed what he was saying.

      "We'd always had high hopes for the boy," Elder Cranberry said, nodding along with Elder Muesli as if Ansel wasn't right fucking there. "It was such a shame when the only three-winged child in centuries turned out like this."

      "Such a shame," Elders Henry and Muesli murmured in concert.

      "All that power, wasted on—"

      "Oh my god," Kell gasped. "Do you even hear yourselves? High hopes? A shame? Ansel is literally helping me save the world."

      Try to save the world, technically. The failure to actually do so in any orderly manner or expedient amount of time rested entirely on Kell's shoulders.

      Well, mostly on Kell's shoulders. Somewhat on his general ennui. A little on his poor attention span. And maybe actually a lot on the stars' and their vague posting of we-don't-explain-things bullshit.

      Wait.

      What was he saying?

      Fuck. He'd already lost it.

      "Ugh," Kell groaned, more frustrated at himself in the moment than at the situation. "Anyway, do what you want? But stop negging Ansel and just ask if he wants to join your lame boy band already."

      No one replied to his outburst at first. Surprisingly, Ansel made the first comment. "The Elders do not ask. They only tell."

      "Well that's bul—"

      "Perhaps it was foolish to expect the chosen to understand the way of things," Elder Henry said, tone dripping with condescension. "You may be the goddess's light, but you are not truly of this world. Your destiny is singular. Do try to remember it."

      "How could I forget?" Kell muttered.

      Elder Muesli sneered at him. "Unlike the chosen, we are guided by a much broader purpose. To allow one of our own to muddy the divide between our calling and the chosen's would be against our community standards."

      "If your community standards are against saving the world, maybe you're the problem," Kell joked. Only Ansel thought it was funny, and he tried to hide his reaction harder than usual.

      Elder Muesli glared suspiciously at Ansel, but he directed his full ire at Kell. "I will not stand to be mocked and belittled like this."

      "How would you like to be mocked, then?"

      That earned a full laugh out of Ansel, though it was quickly stifled under both his hands. Kell could feel the guilt radiating off him. It made him feel a little guilty in turn. He wasn't trying to make Ansel laugh just because his family(?) were jerks and deserved to be made fun of and …

      Okay, he totally was.

      Ansel's laughter was addictive.

      Kell wondered if the Elders had ever heard it before. From the varying looks of confusion, anger, and embarrassment on their faces, he thought probably not.

      Elder Henry stepped forward. He did not look amused, which, honestly, was on him.

      Kell was hilarious.

      "You chosen have always been as much of a curse as a blessing. At least she only brings one of you at a time now." Edler Henry shuddered theatrically.

      "I thought there was always only ever one chosen," Ansel murmured in a tone that would have been rebellious if it wasn't so damn polite.

      "There was," Elder Henry snapped. "There is. It does not matter. This is the way she wants things to be now. It is not your place to question the past."

      "Perhaps it is not your place to lie about it," Ansel replied.

      "Such matters are not your concern," Elder Muesli snapped.

      "But are they not Kell's?" Ansel paused, voice growing bolder as he spoke. "Why do we hide knowledge from the chosen? Why are we not helping them?"

      "You are young and confused," Elder Jared said almost kindly. "Celesian magic is a gift from the goddess, intended only for a greater cause."

      "But … what greater cause is there than the chosen's?" Ansel asked.

      The Elders seemed at a loss to answer.

      "To honor the goddess and uphold her traditions," Elder Cranberry suggested. He didn't sound very sure of it himself.

      "Pretty sure I am her main tradition," Kell chimed in.

      "Yes," Elder Henry agreed. "A tradition that has lasted through one thousand years and as many chosen as there are stars in the sky."

      "What are you saying?" Ansel asked.

      "It is pointless to aid the chosen. Their fate is tied to destiny from the moment they are called here. They will succeed or fail on the strength of their conviction. Nothing you or I do will change this."

      Ansel hung his head, gnawing at his lower lip.

      "So what?" Kell said. "Maybe I fail. Maybe I don't. Maybe it's all fucking destiny. I still get hurt, and I still have questions, and Ansel at least tries to answer them. Even if I don't understand what he says half the time, it's the thought that counts or something. I don't know, it's just nice to have someone who actually cares if I'm okay and not just because I may or may not save the world someday. Maybe I'm some predestined hero; maybe I'm not. I don't know. Either way, I'm still human."

      "Yes, you are," Elder Henry agreed. He really had to stop doing that. It was throwing off Kell's game. Elder Henry continued, shifting his gaze to Ansel. "Only a human after all. Perhaps you think you are being noble by helping this one. But what of the next after him? Will you aid the next chosen as well?"

      "When does it end? Where does it lead?" Elder Cranberry joined in.

      "What do you get out of it?" Elder Muesli asked. "What can a single human do for you that the community cannot?"

      Elder Henry stepped back in line with the others. "End this foolishness and return with us to the Spires. We are willing to take you back despite your shortcomings. We were expecting a little more gratitude."

      The Elders didn't seem to be expecting an answer, but Ansel gave them one anyway, halting and slow though it was. "I am … sorry …"

      Kell's heart fell.

      The Elders nodded and murmured amongst themselves, apparently pleased.

      But Ansel wasn't finished.

      "Thank … you. For the offer," Ansel murmured. Kell could feel him fidgeting nervously at his side. "Um, but. No."

      The last word was little more than a whisper, but the silence that followed it was deafening.

      "No?" Elder Henry asked.

      Ansel cleared his throat. "No …"

      "Why?" Elder Cranberry demanded.

      "I think … I am happy. Here."

      "You think," Elder Muesli sneered.

      "I am," Ansel said.

      Kell leaned his head on Ansel's shoulder. "I'm glad," he murmured.

      "This is madness," Elder Cranberry said. "You cannot be serious. We came back for you!"

      Ansel took a deep breath, pausing before he answered. "I am sorry. It is not enough anymore, just to come back."

      "You've become attached," Elder Jared said. He sounded sad.

      "You are supposed to love only the community," Elder Cranberry said nervously. "The community is stronger than any individual bond."

      Elder Muesli snorted. "Attachments will only make you weak and afraid."

      "I have always been afraid," Ansel countered. "But I am no longer ashamed of it."

      "Hell yeah," Kell cheered. "You can't let fear run your life. Fear is the dark alley that leads to the dumpster of bad decisions!"

      At least, that's what Kell's high school gym teacher had always said. Usually at the top of his lungs. Funny, the things you remember from school.

      Elder Henry rubbed his brows. "What?"

      "That … does not make any sense," Elder Cranberry said.

      Ansel hummed. It seemed like he was agreeing with them. Kell didn't know how to feel about that.

      "It is all right," Ansel said. "Most of the things he says do not make much sense."

      "They don't?" Kell asked.

      "No. But I like the way you say them."

      "Aww," Kell cooed, craning his neck around to stare up at Ansel. Ansel looked down at him. A light blush ran high on Ansel's cheeks. It brought out the pattern of his freckles and the turn of his nose. Kell realized how close they were once again. Ansel's lips, pressed together into a small pout, hovered less than a foot away. The sunlight blazed streaks of gold into his marshmallow fluff hair, accentuating the fire in his eyes.

      Kell had made a lot of stupid decisions in his life.

      As he leaned up to capture Ansel's lips between his own, he was almost certain this wasn't one of them.

      It was an okay kiss. Maybe even a good one. Kell didn't have a really great scale to judge it on. It wasn't exactly the kind Kell had dreamed about, the sort he'd wondered if were even possible—the kind that would fix him, change him, make him feel the things he had always been aware of missing.

      It didn't, but Kell was fine with that.

      And more importantly, he knew Ansel was fine with that too.

      He was a little disappointed by the lack of fireworks, literal or metaphorical, but the chorus of vocal disapproval from the Elders was just as good if not better.

      Elder Muesli sounded like he was having a conniption fit.

      Definitely better.

      "Enough," Elder Henry growled. He didn't sound like he was having a good day. Poor guy. Kell was having a great day. Aside from the almost-dying bit, but that was actually pretty normal by now.

      Kell pulled back, gaze lingering on Ansel's face, the satisfied little smile playing on his lips, the deeper blush spreading up to his ears. Ansel's hands were on his waist, Ansel's eyes were on his lips, and Ansel's jerk family(?) was raising a ruckus six feet away.

      It was almost a perfect moment.

      "You will cease this nonsense. This is not a request." Elder Henry clapped his hands, the sound startling Kell into finally looking at him. Golden-red light enveloped his hands, pulsing in time with the veins in Elder Henry's forehead. The other Elders clapped their hands, calling forth similar lights that ranged in tone from red to orange to sickly yellow.

      None of them were as pretty or pure as Ansel's golden magic.

      "I don't think you're allowed to do that," Kell said because he had as much self-preservation instinct as he had knowledge of magic. "I'm the chosen one."

      "Then act like it," Elder Henry snapped, raising his hands to the heavens. A beam of light manifested between his palms. The other Elders followed suit.

      Kell whistled in appreciation of the lightshow. He wasn't sure what they were doing, but it sure looked cool. Ansel did not seem to share his sentiment, stiffening next to him, grip going tight and protective.

      "You will understand the true power of celesians," Elder Henry promised. "The power granted us by our faith in the goddess and her word. Power you will never know if you turn your back on the community of the devoted."

      The beam of light he held began to splinter. Shards broke off, spinning dangerously in the air like little meteors waiting to fall. Elder Henry lowered his hands slightly. The shards spun in place, rotating in place as if honing in on their targets.

      Kell had a bad feeling who those targets were.

      "Now, just wait a—"

      Before he could finish objecting, Elder Henry lowered his hands. The shards disappeared into bursts of light. Rubble flew off the stone wall behind Kell. Little stones hit him in the back of the head and neck.

      "—minute." Kell blinked. That wasn't so bad.

      Ansel gasped. Kell turned, outrage already on his tongue, but Ansel looked unharmed. An aura of golden light flickered around him, weak and transparent in places, but definitely doing something.

      Kell really didn't understand magic.

      "You alright?" he asked anyway, because he was pretty sure that was still a valid question.

      Ansel pressed his lips into a thin, angry line and didn't answer. He gently traced a finger down Kell's cheek. It stung. Badly. When Ansel pulled the finger away, it was covered in blood.

      Kell stared at it blankly. His face hurt. He didn't know why. His face hurt?

      People weren't supposed to attack him, like, for real. Well, maybe Dio was allowed to. But angels? Why were the angels attacking him? Wasn't he doing things more or less right?

      Wasn't he?

      Even the stars didn't answer, silent and sullen in the back of his mind.

      Elder Henry stepped forward as Elder Muesli raised his light-bolt thing. "We are only looking out for your future, Ansel. Do what you know is best. Return to the community. Leave the chosen to walk their path alone as they have always done. People will only get hurt if you do not."

      "Because it is what the goddess wills?" Ansel asked, sounding almost defeated. Before Elder Henry could reply, Ansel turned to glare at him, filled with more rage than Kell had ever seen him display before. "Or because you will hurt them if I don't?"

      For the first time, Elder Henry seemed to truly hesitate. "You need to—"

      "No," Ansel seethed. "I do not."

      Golden light enveloped him, spilling over his wings, filling the empty spaces around his body with bright, crackling energy. Kell recognized it as the spell Ansel commonly used to decimate the local fish population. But bigger in a way that defied description.

      Brighter.

      Possibly even dangerous to more than just fish.

      The Elders seemed to recognize it as well from the way they suddenly began shuffling away and exchanging nervous glances. Elder Muesli was the only one bold (or vain) enough to stand his ground. "You can't even manifest a proper weapon. What makes you think you can—"

      Ansel yelled wordlessly as golden light exploded around him, his frustration pouring forth as brightness and light and maybe divinity or maybe magic or maybe just all Ansel finally losing his patience.

      It was the most beautiful thing Kell had ever seen.

      A golden wave of power washed over the Elders, leaving them stunned and disordered but not nearly as dead as a fish would have been. That was probably a good thing, if only just.

      Elder Jared was the first to recover. "That is not the proper use of that spell," he muttered to himself, half dazed.

      "I do not believe I care any longer about the proper use of things, Elder Jorrel," Ansel said, tone even and unfailingly polite.

      "Ah," Elder Jared muttered, staring off into space. "Quite."

      "Perhaps we should …" Elder Cranberry muttered.

      "We ought to attend our higher purpose," Elder Muesli said, voice strained.

      "Do not think this is over," Elder Henry warned. "What you are doing goes against every tenet of our community structure. If you continue down this path, you will never be welcomed back."

      "I had thought I was already not welcome back. I apologize for this confusion," Ansel said. He almost sounded sincere, but Kell remembered the way he'd talked when they first met. When everything he said was couched in quiet sorrow. He no longer sounded like that. He hadn't for …

      Kell couldn't remember. He hadn't noticed when Ansel had started to change because it had been so subtle. A louder laugh, a bolder joke, a bit of back talk, but always so unfailingly kind and polite.

      Kell was familiar with the kind of people who used kindness as a shield and politeness as a sword, but he was beginning to think that Ansel had more sharp edges than he knew.

      He was excited to find more of them. He'd always liked sharp things. Especially pretty ones.

      Like, you know, magic swords, he thought at the stars just to see if they'd react. Nothing. Oh, well. He had their promise. They'd get him one eventually. He absolutely, totally believed them on that.

      The Elders were still milling about, more awkward than menacing now. Elder Henry looked like he wanted to throw out some impactful parting words but couldn't think of any. It was Elder Jared who finally broke that awkward tension, extending his (noticeably singular) pair of wings and taking to the skies above their heads. One by one the others followed him until only Elder Henry was left.

      "You will regret this," was the best he could come up with for parting remarks before swooping into the skies and leading the other Elders away.

      As far as parting words went, Kell gave them a three out of ten. They lacked both punch and originality.

      "Well," Kell mused, "that was both annoying and pointless."

      "I am sorry."

      Kell sighed. "Please don't be. Like, literally nothing is ever your fault, and that's not just me playing favorites. That's just how things are."

      "You were hurt because of me." Ansel's hands were back on Kell's face, which no longer hurt. It hadn't been hurting for a while. Ansel must have healed him. Of course Ansel had healed him. Ansel always healed him when he did dumb things.

      Kell leaned forward into Ansel. "Thanks," he murmured, letting his weight sag against the lean, wiry strength of Ansel's chest.

      Ansel began running fingers through his hair. "I do not think you heard me."

      Kell nuzzled at the soft fabric of Ansel's robes. What was it? It felt too smooth to be cotton but it wasn't slippery enough to be silk. Rayon? But wasn't that a synthetic fabric? Damn. This was going to bother him now.

      "Are you paying attention?" Ansel didn't sound annoyed, merely curious.

      "I always pay attention to what's important," Kell responded, only half joking.

      Ansel chose to humor him. "And what is important?"

      "You."

      Ansel was silent for too long. Kell wasn't sure how long. But it was definitely too long. Before he could think of anything—anything—else to say to fill the suspicious vacuum of words between them, Ansel finally spoke up.

      "Can you trust me?"

      "First of all, it's Do you trust me?" Kell replied without stopping to think or consider the question. "And yes. Completely."

      Ansel took a deep breath. "I think I can do this."

      Kell pulled back so he could look Ansel in the eyes. "You … didn't think so before?"

      Well, there went his heart.

      "What— No! I mean, yes." Ansel's eyes widened in panic, and his arms tightened around Kell, wings coming up to encircle him completely. "I mean, I did not mean that at all. I think I can do this. The ritual. The … tower. I have never used so much magic before today. I never understood how to. But I think … no, I know that I saw something. In the magic. It is hard to describe. But I think I understand it now. Enough to succeed this time."

      Kell had gone from disappointed panic to panicked excitement in less than a minute. This was happening! Like, for real this time. Maybe. If it didn't fail again … and he'd already ruined his own excitement for it.

      He didn't let that show on his face though. "That's great, Ans! Let's do it."

      "Are you sure? I am not even sure I know how to explain what I—"

      Kell waved his hands dismissively. "Pshh. You don't have to explain it to me. I mean, you can if you want, but I probably wouldn't understand it anyway."

      Ansel smiled softly down at him. "I know."

      "But like, are you sure you're okay with the tower part? I thought that was kinda the problem, like, really the problem last time."

      "I will be fine going up if we stay away from balconies."

      "What about at the top?"

      Ansel bit his lip. "I do not know. Perhaps you can blindfold me. I do not need to see for the ritual."

      Kell raised his eyebrows, letting his smile slide into a grin. "Kinky," he murmured.

      Crimson rushed over Ansel's cheeks. "That is … I …" he spluttered as his face turned increasingly darker shades of red.

      "It's okay, babe. I support you."

      Ansel covered his face with his hands, muttering something under his breath. Kell couldn't catch the words, but he thought he understood the general gist of it.

      It took Ansel a minute to compose himself and another for him to forgive Kell for being so terrible at flirting. At least, that’s what Kell thought that expression was for.

      Kell respectfully disagreed on that point. He was only moderately bad at flirting.

      Anyway, it wasn't like Ansel was much better than him. When he told Ansel that, a strange look came over Ansel's face. A look somewhere between bravado and determination.

      Ansel cleared his throat and stepped back. From somewhere in his robes, he brought out his orange (unharmed, unlike Kell's). Then he violently smashed it against the side of the tower, which, ugh, not great flirting technique.

      Except apparently, that was the proper way to peel it, because it cracked open like a chocolate orange, revealing rows of perfectly shaped off-white slices inside. Which Ansel attempted to feed to him with the most straight-laced and deadpan expression on his face, only stopping because Kell was laughing too hard to eat them.

      "I have read a lot of books" was the only explanation Ansel gave for his motivation.

      Which, fair.

      Kell still asked him to knock it off.

      The crestfallen expression on Ansel's face almost made Kell reconsider, but he didn't think his heart could take being hand-fed fruit at this point in their relationship. Or possibly ever.

      At least Ansel understood that. They split the orange slices between them, eating them leaning against the tower wall. The flavor was nice, closer to a mango than an orange, but it still clashed with the taste of Ansel's healing magic.

      They still stayed there, leaning against the tower, long after the fruit was gone.

      "You never kissed me," Kell said after he'd gathered up enough courage that he was fairly certain his voice wouldn't crack.

      "But you, ah, you did …"

      "I said you should kiss me."

      Ansel looked at him, brows knit in confusion that slowly dawned into understanding. "Yes, you did."

      "So?"

      Ansel framed his hands around Kell's face. They still smelled faintly of fruit. "You must forgive me, Chosen. I will strive to do better in the future."

      There still weren't fireworks when Ansel kissed him, but there was the taste of mango on his lips, the feel of him slim but solid under Kell's hands, the knowledge that this was real and oh so complicated.

      Ansel lingered over the kiss, drawing it out with the leisure of someone who didn't have a group of old men yelling at him. It was just this side of too much, too fast, but Kell didn't want to pull back. If he was going to crash, he wanted to crash right into Ansel no matter the damage that ensued.

      Kell was the first to pull back. The little voice in the back of his head, the one he ignored almost as much as the stars, was telling him it was the right thing to do. Not to push. Little steps, little kisses (lots of little kisses), but nothing more.

      Don't push it, don't push yourself, don't ruin this. Not this.

      Kell kept his grip on Ansel even as he let his body shift away. Ansel's hands fell down to rest on his shoulders, linking up behind his head.

      "I think I like this. A lot. But …" Kell looked down, hands twining in the fabric of Ansel's robe. "But only this right now."

      "I know," Ansel murmured. "I would never push you to do something you were not comfortable with."

      There was a layer of understanding in Ansel's voice that Kell had never heard before. Or maybe he had just never noticed it, too caught up in his own head and his own worries to see what was right in front of him. Kell leaned back into Ansel, letting his weight fall heavier on Ansel's chest.

      Ansel leaned down to meet him.

      A thought struck Kell.

      "Hey, do you think those jerks are who Myste warned us about?"

      Ansel blinked, frowning. "Ah, perhaps."

      "That seems a bit anticlimactic."

      "Only you would say that."

      "You're not disagreeing," Kell pointed out.

      "Come on, love. Let's go back up. The others might be worried." Ansel disentangled himself from Kell's arms and stepped away. He swept his hands down his robes, resettling the fabric, before turning to head back in, pausing to make sure Kell was with him.

      "Mm." Kell hummed in agreement and followed Ansel back into the tower, all the while keeping his eyes on the cloudless skies. He couldn't shake the feeling that the Elders weren't the last of their problems.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

          ONCE MORE, FROM THE TOP

        

      

    

    
      One hundred flights of stairs left a lot of time for making out.
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      Ansel told Kell more about the Spires as they climbed. The things he missed. The things he didn't.

      There seemed to be more of the latter now.

      Kell didn't know what to say to that other than he understood.
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      Possibly even too much time for making out.
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      The angle of light streaming in from the broken halls had shifted noticeably by the time they ran out of stairs to climb. Kell's thighs burned in protest with every step, but overall it had been a nice climb.

      Uneventful.

      Bit boring, even. The climbing bits, anyway. Not the making out.

      And there was definitely more climbing than making out.

      Kell wasn't sure how he felt about that.

      He was glad he'd stolen a handful more oranges for the trip. They provided a welcome distraction from the monotonous climbing. Not that kissing Ansel wasn't also a distraction. It was just so new. And maybe a bit much. Oranges were safe. Oranges didn't give Kell funny feelings in his chest.

      There certainly weren't any monsters left to bother them. That was probably a good thing. Not that Kell was actually afraid of the monsters. From what he'd seen (and what Ansel had told him of the ones that had "attacked" the night before), they weren't any more of a threat than Myste's mist man had been. Not much more substantial either.

      Kell was more afraid of the rats than any monster he had seen yet.

      They caught up with Fre and Nea on the very top floor. Kell heard them before he saw them. Well, mostly he heard Fre.

      Her voice had a way of carrying that no thickness of stone wall could hope to muffle.

      "Yaaa-eeee-oooh?" Fre shouted, followed by a loud thump. Kell hadn't thought it was possible to inflect a battle cry like a question. Then again, he hadn't heard that many battle cries. Maybe it was customary.

      He didn't feel like asking.

      Kell exchanged a glance with Ansel. Together they hurried up the last of the stairs, bursting onto the landing of the top floor. Smoke hung in the air. The smell of burnt leaves and wet grass permeated the hallway.

      Fre and Nea turned to look at them, matching expressions of guilt and relief on their faces.

      "You're alive," Nea drawled. The genuine concern in their eyes belied their nonchalant tone.

      "You made it," Fre exclaimed. She shuffled closer to Nea, leaning her axe casually on the floor between them.

      Kell was immediately suspicious.

      "Whatcha been up to?" he asked, trying to look behind them.

      "Nothing," Fre and Nea replied at once.

      "Uh-huh." Kell swore he saw the shadows behind them moving.

      Ansel tugged on Kell's sleeve, nodding toward a spindly spiral staircase in the corner. It led up to a hatch in the ceiling. "We should proceed while there is still enough light," Ansel said, ever the sensible one.

      "How much light does the ritual need?" Kell asked.

      "Well …" Ansel faltered. "I do not know."

      "Ritual?" Nea asked. "I thought you already did that. With the light and the explosion and us almost killing you."

      "Yeah, thanks for that," Kell said. "Anyway, we're trying it again. Please don't almost kill us this time."

      "No promises," Nea said.

      "Perhaps you could stay down here?" Ansel suggested. He didn't sound very hopeful.

      Nea raised a partially singed eyebrow at him. "I don't think so."

      "I feared as much," Ansel sighed. "Well, let us get on with it, then."

      "But what about the … er …" Fre trailed off, glancing backward at the shadowy recess behind her. She looked at Nea. "The you know?"

      "Fighting shadows is getting boring. I'd rather watch wingboy blow something up."

      "That's a good thing?" Fre asked.

      "Yes," Nea said.

      "No," Ansel said.

      "Maybe," Kell said, because he didn't really know how magic worked and wasn't ready to discount the possibility.

      "I'll supervise," Fre said with more confidence than was warranted. She stepped away from the shadowy hall. "But I will return to vanquish any remaining monster, shadow or not, on the trip down!"

      Kell groaned. "Please don't mention the trip down."

      "Don't worry," Fre assured him, face alight with resolute cheer. "I will absolutely make sure no harm befalls you this time! Even if I have to fight one hundred shadows. Or one thousand daeyons!"

      Kell appreciated that, even if he never actually wanted to see it happen.

      "Or you could just … open the hatch for us?" he suggested.

      It did look quite heavy and possibly locked. Fre agreed readily (and loudly) and proceeded to break the hatch off its hinges with a terrible screech of busted metal and splintering wood. She volunteered to scout out the roof to make sure it was safe.

      She probably meant monster free. As the impact of her armor-clad boots quaked the wooden beams above their heads, the only thing Kell was actually worried about was whether the roof was structurally sound.

      The way things went around here, he was in way more danger from rotten boards, lack of proper handrails, or tetanus than from any actual monsters.

      (Kell wasn't entirely sure how one got tetanus, but he thought it had to do with rusty nails, and he'd seen a lot of rusty nails on the way up.)

      "All clear up here!" Fre shouted from the roof. "Just, uh, don't go near the edge. It's a bit crumbly."

      "Goddess," Ansel murmured, covering his face and taking a deep breath.

      "Sounds fun," Nea said, scaling the spiral staircase to poke their head out the hatch. They immediately swore as their hair whipped around, blown into even more of a mess than usual. "You could have said something about the wind," they shouted at Fre.

      "The what?" Fre shouted back.

      Nea climbed onto the roof. Whatever else they shouted at Fre was lost to the wind.

      Kell turned to Ansel. "You still sure about this?"

      "No." Ansel straightened up, dropping his hands to his side. He swallowed. "But I want to do it anyway."

      "That's the spirit!" Kell punched him lightly in the arm and nodded at the stairs. "Ready?"

      Ansel tugged at his robes, unthreading a thin length of cloth from the fastening that held them together. He held it out to Kell. His hands shook just a little. Kell pretended he didn't notice.

      "Yes," Ansel said with more conviction than Kell had expected.

      Kell needed to stand partway up the spiral staircase in order to fasten the blindfold around Ansel's head. While he tied the loose end into a proper bow at the back of Ansel's head, he couldn't shake the feeling that something was watching him. A quick glance up ruled out Fre or Nea.

      The shadows at the end of the hall moved.

      Kell would have been a lot more freaked out if he didn't feel so sad.

      Wait. That wasn't right.

      If the stars didn't feel so sad. They burned in the back of his mind, full of shame and regret and … recognition. But not fear. They had never shown fear, not once since Kell had entered the tower.

      Kell stared at the shadows. The shadows stared back at him. In his mind, the stars wept for something he couldn't understand and they couldn't tell him.

      Kell bent down and bounced his last orange down the hall. It disappeared into the shadows. The darkness coiled and coalesced into the vaguest of shapes. Like the monsters Fre had thrown around but without even the suggestion of an outline. Just the barest memory of a form, too weak to be much of anything.

      It seemed to blink at him slowly before nodding and dissipating.

      "Weird," Kell muttered.

      "W-what is it?" Ansel asked.

      "Nothing," Kell said. "Probably nothing. Probably just spiders."

      "Spiders?"

      "Yep," Kell said, popping the p. "I've decided to believe that."

      " … so it was not spiders."

      "Can we talk about this later?"

      "Very well. I suppose we ought to concentrate on what is in front of us at the moment."

      "Yeah." Kell had finished tying his bow a while ago. Now he was just playing with the ends of the fabric, flipping it back and forth between his fingers. "Speaking of in front of you, how you want to do this?"

      It took them a few tries to figure out how to get Ansel up the staircase. He didn't want to go up first, but he didn't want to fall down and not have anyone behind him either. And he refused to take off the blindfold no matter how much Kell reassured him they weren't anywhere near the roof yet.

      They ended up inching up the stairs sideways. Ansel's wings kept getting caught in the spiraling metal banister, and Kell almost cracked his head on the roof because he wasn't watching where he was going, but it worked. More or less. As much as anything did, anyway.

      Fre was standing by to help them both over the last step and onto the roof. And by help, she meant just lifting them off their feet and setting them down next to her. Kell had a feeling Ansel didn't like that, but neither of them mentioned it to her.

      Kell forgot to thank her when he looked away, catching his breath at the beauty of the view around him. Nothing but empty, endless, star-filled sky spilling out in all directions, blending into the distant horizon. It felt like being at the top of the world.

      He bet the view from the edge was even better.

      "Pretty, ain't it?" Fre asked, her voice tinged with disappointment.

      "Yeah," Kell sighed. "Bit of a waste though."

      "Hmm?" Fre questioned.

      "What?" Ansel echoed.

      Even Nea came away from the edge to listen.

      "Oh, you know." Kell paused. "Okay, you probably don't. But I've played this game before, and this isn't how it goes. We're supposed to storm the front door, fight our way up through one hundred levels of demons who get progressively stronger until we reach the top and we're exhausted and our supplies are depleted and suddenly we're in this giant open space and the final boss comes out and they're huge and …" Kell waved his arms around, nearly knocking Ansel in the face. "And that's not how it works here. Nothing is how it works here, and everyone acts like it's because I didn't do exactly what some prophecy or goddess said, but I really don't think that's the case. What happened? Where did all the monsters go?"

      Kell remembered the feeling of regret, the stars in his mind and the shadows in the hall. "Or … where did the monsters come from? Why does no one know? Why does none of this make sense?"

      Fre put her hands on her hips, brow wrinkling in thought. "You come from somewhere with lots of monsters? No wonder you make such a great chosen one!"

      Kell rubbed his face with both hands. "And there it is."

      Nea frowned, an unusually serious look on their face. "There have always been monsters. But … there have always not been monsters too. I don't know. No one questions it." They turned away, looking off over the far horizon. "I've heard things are different in the lands beyond Allune."

      Ansel nodded, then bit his lip. "The lands beyond Allune do not recognize the Dawn Goddess or Dusk God as their deities. Perhaps … whatever trouble goes on here between them … does not reach further than that?"

      Kell massaged his temples harder. "Ugh. So am I even saving the world, or just, like, maybe a continent?"

      Nea shrugged. Ansel looked down. Fre asked what a continent was.

      "Whatever. Let's just prank call Her Squashness and see what happens."

      "Sweet." Nea rocked back on their feet, hands twisted behind their back. "How does it work? Celesians are always so secretive about their magic."

      "Ah, well, I do not know. Exactly." Ansel shifted in place, hands fumbling at the front of his robe. "I will figure it out though."

      There was a conviction in Ansel's voice that would have sounded out of place a month ago. He knelt, slowly feeling his way down to the rough stone of the floor. Quietly, he began to recite, then sing. The words became shapeless as he went, losing their edge and bleeding together into one endless ringing tone. Golden light gathered around him.

      

      The goddess comes on sunlit wings

      To those who pray to hear

      The joyous songs of ancient times

      Ringing through the air

      

      Give up on your illusions

      Of sight beyond her grace

      In darkness find the courage

      To look upon her face

      

      Confess your sins into the sky

      From just below the clouds

      And bow your head to holy light

      For the chosen be not proud

      

      "Wow," Fre marvelled. The light arched up from Ansel, covering the whole roof in a golden sunset, spilling over the edges like liquid fire. Kell felt the stars singing in his mind, sparking to life like the light. He felt something shift in the air. Magic, maybe, or destiny.

      He took a step forward, letting the golden light wash over his feet.

      Nothing happened.

      "Huh." Kell looked at Nea, who shrugged. He took another step forward. He looked up. He shouted Her Squashness's name.

      Nothing continued to happen.

      Which was weird, because he knew something was happening. He kicked at the golden stream of light, losing his balance and flailing ungracefully as he struggled to stay standing.

      Nea was laughing at him. He ignored them and knelt in the golden light. Maybe if he drank it—

      —the light shifted and refracted—

      Kell reached his hand into the light.

      —endless pools of sky reflected back at him—

      It was cold and hot and burned his hand.

      —stars streamed past in the void between—

      The world shattered, and he fell.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

          ARE YOU THERE, GOD(S)?

        

      

    

    
      Kell was reasonably certain he was not physically falling.

      That would have been bad.

      Kell was also reasonably certain that he was falling upward. Which was not physically possible, according to his (high-school-science level) understanding of gravity.

      Clouds swirled around him, obscuring the view. If there was a view. Maybe there were only clouds. Kell didn't like assuming things when it came to magic. He tended to be wrong.

      It was pretty in a boring way. The wind whipped at his hair, tugging out of the half-assed ponytail he'd thrown it up in that morning and bringing with it the smell of evening storms. White puffs of clouds billowed before him, tinged in pink and purple at the edges. They seemed to circle around something. Him, maybe.

      Sometimes he caught glimpses of movement beyond the clouds. They'd part, ever so slightly, and he'd see … Well, he wasn't sure.

      A field with no crops.

      A pasture filled with wilted grass.

      A village square echoing with desperate voices.

      An expanse of sky, bright with stars and brimming with magic.

      An altar surrounded by figures.

      (The clouds lingered on that one the longest.)

      A fair-haired girl and dark-haired boy stood at the altar. Their hands were raised and their eyes were closed.

      Kell reached out to them unbidden. He wanted to stop them. He didn't know why.

      The clouds closed. It was too late.

      When they parted again, the land was burning and the shadows had eyes. The altar was gone. This wasn't right.

      “this wasn't what we'd meant to happen.”

      The stars echoed in his mind, louder and brighter than ever.

      In the middle of the fire, the fair-haired girl rose like a ghost, hair floating around her like a veil. Her eyes were so pale. So dead. So deadly. They locked onto Kell, reflecting back an empty, cloudless sky.

      Her lips moved.

      Kell's ears crackled with static.

      "App—ear—be—fore—me—oh—cho—sen."

      The clouds collapsed into themselves, and everything went dark.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Kell opened his eyes in a cloud. A different cloud. He knew because this one was stationary and not filled with confusing visions that he only half remembered and a quarter cared about.

      Rolling fields of marshmallow fluff spilled out endlessly in every direction. Soft lilac light suffused the scene, lending a pre-dawn glow to everything it touched. Stars wheeled fakely by overhead, governed by no earthly physics or astronomy. The smell of cinnamon sugar lingered in the air, undercut by smoky hickory. Wisps of mist hung in the air, sparkling like gossamer spiderwebs dipped in enough glitter to put even his little sister to shame.

      Well.

      If this was heaven, he'd hate to see the Pinterest board for hell.

      "You have returned to me."

      Kell pushed himself upright with a groan. "Imma stop you right there."

      She stood over him. The dawn whatever, queen of ghosts and spirits and really annoying prophecies. She looked tired, her milky-white eyes devoid of emotion. "I was afraid you would say that."

      "Look—"

      "Why have you come?" Squash cut him off before he could get started. "Why do you continue to resist your destiny?" Squash loomed over him, her voice echoing across the clouds. "What is it you hope to accomplish?"

      "That …" Kell said, pushing himself up and dusting the cloud dust off his knees, "… is an excellent question. I'm sorta thinking world peace, but that just sounds so trite when you say it aloud, you know? Also, not sure it really is world peace. How big is Allune, anyway?"

      "About five hectems across and—" Squash pinched the bridge of her nose, exhaling loudly through her nostrils. "Not important. That is not important. You don't need to know that."

      Kell hummed, rocking back on his heels. "Okay. But what if I did?"

      "You don't."

      "I might."

      "You don't."

      "I could."

      "You don't!" Squash took a deep breath, releasing it slowly. "You don't actually care how big Allune is, do you?"

      "Nah. It was more of a metaphor. I think. Never really did that well in English class though, so I'm not one hundred percent sure on that."

      Squash was silent for a moment. She walked past him, stopping at what seemed to be just another bit of indistinguishable cloudscape. She looked out over it like she could see something there. "I chose you. I tried to guide you. I called to you for weeks. And you ignored me. You …"

      Squash looked up at the fake stars that covered the fake sky. "You don't understand what's at stake here."

      "Nope. Definitely not."

      Squash swirled around to face him, true anger blazing in her eyes for the first time since he'd started antagonizing her. "What—"

      "Because no one ever tells me. What is at stake? I don't know! Magic? Allune? The balance of power? The stars? I barely know what any of those things mean. All I do know is this, whatever this is, isn't working. And I can't let you keep doing it."

      "You don't need to know any of that. You are the chosen. You are called here with one purpose. Defeat the Lich King and save the land. There is no need to complicate things. There is nothing more than that."

      "That's not what the stars say."

      "You ought not listen to the stars. They are but the conduits of raw power, nothing more. They have no understanding of the nuance of things, of politics or human lives."

      "Funny. They said about the same of you."

      It was only for a fleeting second, but a look of raw hurt flashed of Squash's face. It was gone in an instant, covered up by haughty confidence. "And what else did the stars tell you?"

      "Not much. Just that I needed to restore the balance."

      "And so you shall, oh chosen hero." Squash's voice dropped, taking on a faux-honeyed tone. "Vanquish the Lich King. End his reign of terror over the land. Complete my prophecy. Balance will follow once you fulfil your destiny. "

      Kell didn't miss the way she said my prophecy. He didn't know why, but he'd always thought prophecies were just … prophecies. Once they belonged to someone, once someone made them, tried to use them, well …

      Weren't they just another kind of lie?

      Kell crossed his arms. "Yeah, I don't know why I thought talking to you would be a good idea." He turned away.

      Fuck. Every cloud in front of him looked the same. How can I storm out dramatically if I don't even know where the door is?

      "Oh!" Kell snapped his fingers, twisting his neck to look back over his shoulder at Squash. "Hey, I did mean to ask. What do you know of starfall? You must have been around back then."

      Squash blanched, her pale skin turning even more sickly. When she turned to meet his eyes, her hair floated around her like a protective curtain.

      It reminded Kell of something.

      "A long time ago, the stars reached down to bless the land. The force of their blessing was so great it forever changed the landscape of the world, ending wars and famines and forever shifting the balance of power."

      "Did it make the weird shadow monsters?"

      Squash continued as if she hadn't heard him. Kell didn't mind. He hadn't even expected her to answer.

      "But there were those who sought to take advantage of such power. The Lich King claimed the northern reaches for himself, forging an alliance with the wicked daeyons. Since then, the Lich King and the daeyons have sought to claim the bounty of our star-blessed lands, eliminating any who stand in their way."

      "Well that sounds fake," Kell muttered to himself. Squash narrowed her eyes at him but gave no indication she had heard. Louder, he asked her, "Where were you when the stars were falling?"

      In her eyes he saw the girl from his vision standing at an altar and reaching for the stars.

      "Or … who were you when the stars were falling?" Kell asked.

      "I am Skuache, Goddess of the Dawn, Protector of Allune, as I have … always been. The Queen of Spirits and guardian of souls. When the stars fell, it was a great blessing."

      Her eyes were so blank.

      "I have looked over Allune for a thousand … for thousands of years, guiding its champions from other worlds on a mighty quest to restore the balance by vanquishing the Lich King."

      "How many thousands of years?"

      "I … I don't know."

      "Right. Well, I think you answered some questions. I don't know what they are, or if I even asked them, but I think you answered them anyway. Thanks."

      Kell turned to go, taking a few steps in a random direction before stopping again. "Oh, right! One more thing. I'm dealing with the Lick King. And I'm doing it my way. Stay in your own lane, and I'm pretty sure the balance will be A-OK."

      Kell flashed Squash a thumbs-up, barely catching the look of surprise mixed with annoyance and a tinge of respect that crossed her face. He picked a new random direction and started walking in it.

      Now to get back to the tower …

      Alright, maybe if I just think falling thoughts. Plummeting. Nosedives. Descending at terminal velocity. Is this working?

      Kell tried jumping up and down on the cloud. It was surprisingly firm, with just a little spring to it, like the texture of a tennis court or a college dorm mattress.

      "What … what are you doing?" Squash asked him reluctantly, as though she dreaded to learn the answer.

      "Trying to get back. You don't have a door, do you? Even a trapdoor would be fine."

      Squash laughed. It was not a very happy laugh. "You cannot leave my realm merely by wishing to, my chosen one. You entered this place, and you will remain here until I dismiss you. If you are done asking your questions, then perhaps you are ready to listen. Though you have strayed from the path of your destiny, you are still a hero of my own making. Heed this prophecy well, my chosen, and—"

      "Hah, found it!"

      The patch of clouds didn't look any different than any other bit of clouds Kell had jumped on, but the stars sparkled in triumph when Kell approached it. With nothing to lose, Kell jumped on it too.

      And fell right through.

      The last thing he saw in Squash's land of clouds was her face, stuck between horror and reluctant amusement as he plunged toward the earth.
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      The stars were dirty, dirty liars.

      It was the wrong cloud tunnel.

      Or, well, it was technically probably the right one. It definitely went down, not up, so that was in its favor.

      The problem?

      The Lick King was there.

      Well, not there there. Just, like, vision there. Which, fair. Squash got her chance to be prophetic and propagandic, so the Lick King deserved a turn, too.

      Kell was just done with this whole thing.

      (He'd been done with it for the last six weeks, and he was only getting more done.)

      Kell wasn't even one hundred percent sure it was the Lick King. All he saw were flashes of black steel armor, heavy black boots striding down empty hallways, a face hidden in shadow and obscured by the tunnel of clouds.

      One moment it looked like a skull. Then a shift in the ethereal winds, and suddenly it looked like the dark-haired boy from the altar, hands raised to the sky.

      Not in supplication though.

      In anger.

      And the voice, the one Kell had almost heard before in his dreams. It echoed in this place, distortion pushing it right to the edge of recognition.

      "You are destined to fail."

      "You do not belong here."

      "You cannot save the land. You are what is wrong with the land."

      "The chosen are a plague on this world, a drain on its magic."

      "The only way to restore the balance—"

      "—is for—"

      "—you—"

      "—to die."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

          

          HOW WOULD YOU RATE OUR TOWER?

        

      

    

    
      Kell crashed back into himself with a metaphysical thud. No one seemed to notice. It was a little insulting.

      "—about your parents?" Fre was saying. Kell couldn't tell who she was talking to, as he was lying face first in a rather bony pillow. It sounded like she was close by though.

      He cracked open an eye.

      His pillow was Ansel's lap.

      Well, maybe it was okay if no one noticed just yet. Ansel, Fre, and Nea sat in a loose semicircle around where he lay prone, head cradled between Ansel's knees. None of them, not even Ansel, were paying any attention to him. Which, rude. He could totally have a magic concussion or something.

      Kell closed his eyes and pouted to himself. Magical concussions were probably really serious.

      "My parents?" Ansel replied hesitantly, sounding confused.

      Nea snorted. "Celesians are weird when it comes to family stuff. Even weirder than elves, if you can believe it. They're all communal living and it takes a village, but like, literally." Nea paused. "You do actually have parents, don't you?"

      "I mean, yes. Linsel and Veroncel. But they had no more impact in raising me than any other member of the community did."

      Kell could hear Fre shifting, her armor creaking uncomfortably as she did. "That don't sound right."

      "Is that so?" Ansel murmured. "I could not say. I have nothing else to compare it to."

      Nea clapped him on the shoulder. "Parents suck, anyway. They'd only try to control your life if you had them. You're better off without."

      "That don't sound right either," Fre said.

      "Who's to say what's right?" Nea countered.

      "Dunno," Fre said. "Things ought to be better than this. That's all."

      The stars were trying to get Kell's attention, but this was way more interesting. And possibly immoral, but he identified as grey in a lot of ways.

      "I suppose," Ansel agreed. "And I appreciate your concern, Fre'ja. But I think I am all right with the way things are. I do not need my people's approval. I am all right."

      "You are, or you think you are?" Nea asked.

      "I … am, truly. I just wish sometimes …" Ansel sighed, carding his hand through Kell's hair. Kell was starting to feel maybe just a little bit guilty. "Must the chosen always be so obfuscatory in his reasoning? I wish I understood his motives better."

      Nea laughed. "Please. I bet Kellie wishes the same thing. He's not vague on purpose. He just has no fucking clue what he's doing."

      That hurt. It was true, but it still hurt. Kell decided he'd heard enough. This was starting to get uncomfortable.

      "I believe in the chosen!" Fre boomed loud enough to make Ansel flinch, his legs twitching under Kell's head. "He may not know what he's doing, but he knows what he wants to do!"

      "Debatable," Nea said.

      "I am not sure that is the case," Ansel murmured.

      "We are talking about the fate of the world, right?" Nea asked, turning toward Ansel. "And not, like, your relationship, because I'm absolutely certain he has no fucking clue—"

      "Oww," Kell groaned theatrically, cutting Nea off. "Ouchie."

      "Kell!" Ansel exclaimed, worry and relief clashing in his voice. "You are back. You are all right! You are all right, are you not? Oh, no, are you—"

      "He's fine," Nea said, at the same time Kell said, "I'm fine."

      Kell pushed himself up onto his knees as Ansel fretted over him, hands running blindly over his head and face as if he could feel out any injury Kell might have sustained. Fre had a hand on his shoulder to steady him (unnecessarily) and even Nea was watching with something approaching concern (also unnecessarily but surprisingly sweet of them).

      "Really, I'm fine," Kell assured them. "Nothing happened."

      "You fell flat on your face and couldn't be roused," Nea said.

      "Okay, but I'm pretty sure that was supposed to happen," Kell said. "I mean, I saw Her Squashness. And also maybe the Lick King. Not sure. It got confusing at the end there."

      "What was it like?" Ansel asked. "Meeting the goddess in person?"

      Kell hummed in thought. "It was … like meeting an older relative for the first time when you're already an adult and your parents have told them everything about you and you only know they're related to you but don't really care but you still have to make polite adult conversation with them because you're not a child anymore and that's what's expected, I guess? I mean, not exactly like that. But close."

      Ansel opened his mouth, then closed it again. His face refused to settle on any one expression, but the corners of his lips twitched upward. "Is that so?" he murmured.

      "Yeah," Kell said. "That, and a lot of falling."

      Ansel's face fell. "Oh. I am sorry."

      "Don't be. Falling's not scary when you've got someone to catch you." Kell didn't know what possessed him to say that. The magical concussion, probably. Was this flirting? Was he intentionally flirting with his own boyfriend? His mind said No, not likely, but the deep red blush spreading across Ansel's cheeks said otherwise.

      Nea booed. Loudly.

      Fre was confused. Of course falling was safer if someone caught you. It eliminated at least half the risk associated with the fall.

      Nea wanted to know where the other half of the risk came from.

      "Can we just … move on?" Kell groaned.

      "I don't know, oh chosenest one," Nea replied. "Can we?"

      They all looked at him with varying degrees of expectation. Well, Ansel was looking slightly off to the side of him, but the intention was there.

      "Uh …"

      "Did you get the answers you needed?" Nea said very slowly and in the kind of voice one used with small children.

      "Oh," Kell said. "That. Well. Mostly? I think I may have forgot to mention a few things, but I'm sure it's fine."

      Ansel bit his lip.

      "Probably fine," Kell continued. "I'll figure it out."

      "Are—" Ansel started to stay before cutting himself off, a knuckle pressed hard against his lips.

      "What is it?"

      "Are you sure? I could hear you and … her, and … are you sure you asked, ah, the right questions? I think I can send you back. If you want. Not that you have to. I am not trying to say you did not—"

      "Wow," Nea drawled. "How do you mess up asking someone questions?"

      "I did not," Kell said, only mildly offended. "Squash is just really bad at answering them."

      "Uh-huh," Nea replied.

      "So, did you get the right answers or not?" Fre asked, confusion written clearly on her face.

      "Well, who is to say what the right answer is?" Kell said, spreading his arms open wide and affecting a poised, philosophical tone.

      "So that's a no," Nea said.

      "It's a definite maybe, thank you very much," Kell shot back. "Look, if we're being honest here, I don't think Squash has the answer. Not the real one. But I think she's part of that answer. I just need to figure out what part, and I don't think there's anyone who's just gonna tell me straight-up what that is. As convenient as that would be."

      "If that is what you believe, Chosen, then there is little reason to stay up here much longer." Ansel's voice was strained in a way that Kell didn't like, and his wings had curled in protectively around his body.

      Kell barely noticed the others murmuring their agreement or beginning to get up. His focus was on the way Ansel's shoulders had never untensed since he had woken up.

      It's just the height, Kell told himself, but he didn't believe that. He wanted to ask Ansel what was wrong, but …

      Well, maybe he wasn't very good at asking the right questions after all.
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      Going back down the tower turned out to be way easier than coming up, though it was still a pain. Kell's suggestion that they all grab shields off the display walls and slide down the stairs had been met with a resounding no from all parties, even Nea, which honestly hurt.

      Nea was supposed to be the fun one.

      Without the option of getting the descent over with as fast as possible, Kell decided to hang back and try to talk to Ansel. Again. Fre's longer legs carried her further and further ahead, and Nea seemed to view her speed as a challenge. The two of them were at least three flights of stairs below Kell and Ansel within fifteen minutes.

      Which was perfect if not ideal.

      Kell slowed to a stop on the next landing, falling back to sit on the top of the next set of stairs down. Ansel came up next to him but stayed standing. He'd abandoned the blindfold after leaving the roof, but he hadn't made eye contact with Kell since.

      "Are you still tired, Chosen?"

      Kell shook his head. "No, it's … Look, have I done something to upset you? I feel like you're upset, but I don't know why, and I think it has to do with me. If it's something I did, I'm sorry. I want to know so I can, well, not do it in the future."

      "No, please, I am not upset," Ansel said, clearly upset.

      "Uh-huh. If you don't want to talk about it, that's fine too."

      "No, I—" Ansel took a deep breath, cutting himself off. He sank down next to Kell on the steps, curling his knees up under his chin and crossing his arms around them. His wings curled over his shoulders, hiding his face. "I am sorry. I am being unfair to you."

      "Can you maybe expand on that?"

      "I …" Ansel's voice wavered. Kell wanted to reach out to him but wasn't sure what would be welcome. He settled for shuffling closer. Ansel's wings rustled, but otherwise he didn't move. "It is just that … this was supposed to work. We tried so hard for this. I tried so hard for this. For you. Yet … it does not feel like it was worth it. I am not upset. I am just … disappointed. I thought I could do something truly helpful for once. I thought … this would make a difference. I would make a difference. But it does not feel that way."

      "Oh …" Kell struggled to say more. "That doesn't sound unfair to me. I mean, I guess I didn't have any real expectations of Her Squashness to begin with, you know. But you did, right? So, yeah, it's totally valid that you're upset. This whole thing is upsetting."

      "You are not upset."

      "Oh, I am. I just express it though apathy and sarcasm. It's a terrible coping mechanism, but it's all I got."

      Ansel laughed quietly into his knees. "Perhaps that is not so bad."

      Kell slung his arm around Ansel's back, mindful not to crush his upper wings. "Yeah. It's all good. No worries here."

      "No worries at all?"

      "None that I want to think about."

      Ansel hummed, turning his head to face Kell. His cheek rested on his knees, and his hair billowed over his forehead. "Do you think the others are upset?"

      Kell looked around the half-lit stairwell. He had the sinking feeling the shadows were looking back at him. "Nah. I think they had fun."

      "Do …"

      "Hmm?"

      "Do you think of me much differently from them?"

      "What do you mean?"

      "I do not know. Sorry. Forget I said that. There was no point to asking that."

      "No, no. You asked. There was definitely a point. Let me see …" Kell leaned into Ansel's side, knocking their heads together. "I think of all of you differently? Like, Fre is the big, punchy one with the heart of gold; Nea is the fun, crazy one; and you're the sweet, cute one. We all fill very different but important roles in this adventuring party."

      "Is that so?" Ansel mused. "What is your role, then?"

      "I'm the big damn hero, naturally."

      "Naturally."

      "What's really wrong, Ans?"

      "As I said, it is unfair to you."

      "Life's unfair. Who am I to judge?"

      Ansel stifled another laugh, hiding the growing amusement in his eyes behind his floppy bangs. "I suppose. I guess I just wish that … you'd treat me more differently, sometimes. It is not fair to you or to the others. It is selfish and self-centered, but … I am happiest when it is just the two of us. I want to be the one you rely on even though I am not good at anything. I am sorry. I must sound awful to you."

      "Oh, Ans. I do rely on you. I'm sorry if I'm not obvious enough about it. I mean, yeah, I rely on Fre to keep us safe and Nea to keep Fre safe, but, like, I rely on you to keep me safe. You keep me grounded and hold my worst instincts in check. Fre can't do that, and I frankly don't think Nea would bother."

      Ansel blushed, red rising stark against the myriad freckles on his dark cheeks. "You really … oh. Of course you do. I am sorry … I should not have said anything … I—"

      "No! No, no, definitely say things. I need to know this stuff. I mean, Nea is right. I really don't have any clue what I'm doing."

      Ansel hesitated, eyes narrowing, before a slow smile rose to his lips. "When it comes to us or saving the world?"

      "Both. Definitely both."

      "I suppose that is fair enough."

      "If I'm lucky, I'll have more than one chance to get things right by you. I'm not so sure if that's the case with saving the world."

      "And yet you do not seem that concerned about it."

      "Eh, what can I say?" Kell shrugged, jostling Ansel's shoulder with the motion. "I hear that destiny will sort itself out in the end. Can't say the same about us."

      "That is a … unique attitude to take, Chosen."

      "Nah, just a pragmatic one." Kell tried to gesture with the arm around Ansel's shoulders, attempting to convey the idea of Yes, I care about the world but also not really with a hand flail. He almost hit Ansel in the face. The stone beads of his worry bracelet clacked together as if to tsk him.

      Ansel tilted his head away but otherwise didn't react. "It is true that destiny will guide you to who you need to be."

      Kell paused, awkwardly trying to figure out what to do with his hand now. "I thought it was where?"

      Ansel chewed on his lip. "It is often spoken of as such, but … destiny is more than a place. It must be."

      "Huh," Kell said. He settled for gently lowering his hand back onto Ansel's shoulder. The fabric of Ansel's robe rolled his worry bracelet down his arm, pressing the stone beads into the soft under-skin of his wrist. An idea began to percolate in the back of his mind.

      "Do you not think so?" Ansel sounded … well, not upset, because he rarely did.

      "I have very few thoughts on destiny, and I try to keep it that way," Kell said. "Trust me, it's not you. It's, er, it."

      Ansel buried his head in his knees, muffling his reply. "Truly a unique attitude."

      "I guess …" Kell pulled away from Ansel, scooting back so he could sit facing him, one leg crossed and the other braced on the stairs for balance. Ansel raised his head, watching Kell move away with a slight pout on his lips.

      "Hear me out," Kell said, which was a bad way to start any conversation. He held up a hand and took a deep breath before continuing. "Okay, that sounded weird. Look, this probably isn't what you want, exactly, but, uh, I'd like to give you something."

      Kell slipped his worry bracelet off and held it out to Ansel. "I've had this since middle school. I wish I could say it had some deep, sentimental story behind it, but I stole it from the lost-and-found bin at summer camp. Let's just ignore that part. The point is, well, I don't know exactly. But I want you to know you are special to me in a way no one else has been. Sorry. I'm not good at romantic gestures. This is all I've got."

      Kell shrugged and looked away, feeling self-conscious. This was such a dumb idea. Why did he have to—

      Ansel's hands closed around his. When Kell looked at him, there were tears glistening in the corners of his eyes. "Do you mean it?"

      "Er, yes." Kell could feel the heat rising to his cheeks. He couldn't deal with the way Ansel looked at him like that, like some stupid bracelet he'd swiped from a box of junk was worth that kind of adoration.

      But then Ansel's arms were around his neck, and Ansel's body was pressed close to his, wings coming up to envelope them both in a warm, white curtain, and—

      So close, too close, still not close enough.

      —maybe he could deal with this kind of adoration after all.

      Ansel let him slip the bracelet over his slim wrist. The blue beads glowed against Ansel's golden-brown skin, contrasting with the red and cream of his outfit. It was obvious and noticeable and absolutely drew the eye, and Kell secretly loved that. And he thought, judging from the possessive way Ansel ran his fingers over the beads, that Ansel did too.

      They were in this together, for better or worse.

      Hopefully better, but Kell wasn't terribly optimistic.

      They stayed as they were, intertwined at the top of the stairs, for a long time, only stirring when an explosion rocked the base of the tower.

      "We should probably head down before Nea lights this place up," Kell sighed into Ansel's hair.

      "Mmhm," Ansel agreed.

      It took them another half an hour and three more explosions to actually get moving.
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      By the time Kell and Ansel made it to the first floor, the explosions were over.

      The argument was not.

      "I don't believe you!" Jester yelled. At least, Kell thought it was Jester. She was the more shouty one, right? "You can't have climbed all the way up. No way. Nuh-uh. You're lying. They're definitely lying, right, Pester? We have to fight them!"

      "Technically, they are telling the truth—"

      "Prepare to suffer the wrath of the trickster sisters!" Jester kept going, steamrolling right over her sister. She was floating in the air in the middle of the room. An ominous, dark aura surrounded her.

      Fre swung her axe over her head, looking absolutely fucking delighted. "I am always ready to fight the likes of you!"

      "Ugh. Why?" Nea moaned. They were lying on the floor by one of the columns, arms spread wide as they stared at the ceiling. "You've been shouting at each other for hours. Do something already."

      "Technically, it's only been forty min—"

      "I am doing something!" Jester yelled, interrupting her sister again. "I'm going to be the one to take out you lot of meddling hero wannabes."

      "Take us out where?" Kell asked, because he really had no self-control.

      "Eek!" Jester jumped midair, which was mildly amusing to watch. She twisted around, head whipping back and forth until she spotted Kell lurking at the base of the stairs. "You!"

      "Yo."

      Pester leaned around the column she was perched on, out of the way of the action. Potential action, anyway. "You are all right, Chosen."

      "Yeah, I usually am."

      "Well, you won't be much longer." Jester puffed up her chest, striking a pose. "If we take you out, the higher-ups will notice for sure. Duke Alastor has plans, big ones, and we're going to be part of them. We're not going to be stuck in this dingy tower forever!"

      Kell shrugged. "I mean, I'm not the one keeping you here."

      Jester faltered, her face going all twisty and sour. Pester frowned.

      "Anyway …" Kell continued, "we're leaving. You can too, if you want. I don't care."

      "I …" Jester fumbled for something to say to that. Pester had a contemplative look on her face, her arms crossed and her eyes far away.

      Kell didn't bother sticking around to find out what became of their existential crisis. He crossed the great hall at a power walk, Ansel keeping pace easily at his side. For the sake of efficiency, he scooped Nea up off the ground and threw them over his shoulder, despite their increasingly loud protests and the elbow that nearly broke his nose.

      "Alright, gang, I think we've done enough damage here. Onward!" He tried to point forward, but the effect was rather ruined by Nea kneeing him in the stomach until he dropped them. "Fuck. What was that for?"

      "I can walk, munghead."

      "I knew you could. I wasn't sure you were going to!"

      Nea tossed their hair. "Well, it's not like you could carry me very far, anyway."

      "Are we leaving or fighting?" Fre asked.

      "Leaving," Kell and Ansel replied at the same time. Nea pulled a face at that. Kell ignored them.

      The four of them made it out of the great hall and through the smaller corridors without incident. Jester and Pester were too caught up in their own whispered argument to bother stopping them, and it would have been rude to interrupt them to say goodbye.

      Kell stole the last three of the mango-flavored oranges as they passed through the kitchen. He'd grown oddly fond of them.

      It was dark out when they left the tower. The moon rose slim and pale in the sky, casting just enough light to see by. No one felt like walking very far after all those stairs, not even Fre. They made camp in the lee of the tower, next to the little vegetable garden. The ground there was relatively soft, as ground went.

      Fre passed around her smoked rat meat and Nea forced everyone to eat the weird bark they kept insisting was food. Kell shared his oranges, though he didn't really want to.

      They were all thinking the same thing, but no one wanted to say it.

      Nea cracked first. "So, what next?"

      Kell shrugged, looking off to the west. "Isn't that obvious?"

      "You don't even have a plan. You might be the true chosen, but you're a truer munghead to go barging into the Lich King's Palace without a plan."

      Kell considered this. "You know, there's something my father used to say. There's nothing that can't be fixed by the right person with the right tool. Of course, he always thought he was the right person and that tape was the right tool, but … uh. Wait, no, I had a point."

      "Did you?" Nea crossed their arms, unconvinced.

      "Yes. Because maybe he wasn't the right person, and maybe tape wasn't the right tool. But it worked. Sort of. Well enough to get by. And getting by is okay. Maybe I can't fix everything for good. Maybe I'm not the right person. But maybe I can tape this whole mess together well enough that no one will know the difference for another few years, at least."

      "But you are the true chosen," Ansel said.

      "Yeah, but I don't really know what that means," Kell said.

      "It means you are the true chosen!" Fre said. Her voice echoed off the tower into the dark emptiness of the wastes beyond.

      "Oh, yes, I understand now," Kell said.

      "Ask the stars what it means," Nea suggested. The way they said it was a bit too bitter to be helpful, but it seemed like as good an idea as any.

      Kell tilted his head back, staring up at the endless sky. The stars stared back at him. "Well?"

      "it means you are the arbiter of balance."

      "Yep, that wasn't helpful." Kell looked back down at his friends. "Tape it is."

      The stars weren't done. "you must find your true destiny," they intoned, pressing hot and crackling along the line of Kell's spine.

      If destiny wanted to be found, Kell thought sharply back at the stars, I wouldn't have to look this hard for it.

      The stars had nothing to say back to that.

      No one really liked the idea of heading west without a plan, but no one wanted to admit that heading west without a plan was the only plan they had. And to be perfectly honest, not even the worst plan at that. They went to sleep that night in mutual, uneasy agreement: tomorrow they set out for the place where the sun sets.

      The Land of Bones.

      The Domain of Dusk.

      The Lick King's Palace.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

          STOP SPLITTING THE PARTY!

        

      

    

    
      Kell had troubled dreams that night. He walked through fields of brown grass and under trees with sallow, yellow leaves. The sky above was red and rainless; the air crackled, dry with heat and sick with magic. There was something wrong, something he couldn't quite reach. The magic. It felt wrong. Like it was dying. Fading? Old, so old and tired. It needed to be renewed. Balanced. The stars—

      "we tried to help."

      Fire and screaming. The magic was too much. The land couldn't hold it. That's why it kept fading. It needed something more. It needed—

      "we only wanted to help."

      The quiet that came after was the worst. One thousand years of quiet. No one listened. No one heard their warnings. Their champions failed. Their conduits broke.

      They were running out of time.

      "how did it go so wrong?"
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      Kell woke up in a bad mood to an overcast day. He couldn't quite say what was wrong when Ansel asked, murmuring the question low and worried in Kell's ear as they lay together on the ground under the tower, neither ready to get up yet.

      The stars are weird and things are bad and it makes me have feelings I don't like was not the ideal way to start the morning. Kell mumbled some excuse, barely paying attention. He could tell Ansel didn't buy it, but luckily he didn't press the point, just wrapped his arms tighter around Kell and held on.

      That improved Kell’s mood a bit.

      His mood improved even more when Nea showed up. Kell hadn't actually noticed they were gone, but he sure noticed them come back to the makeshift campsite.

      No one could have missed it.

      "Look alive, mungheads!" Nea shouted loud enough that Kell wondered if the Lick King could hear them too.

      Is it offensive to tell the Lick King to look alive?

      Nea thundered on before Kell could decide on an answer. "Time to get a move on! The good news is I got us some real food for breakfast. The bad news is I may have stolen it from those weird sisters, so we might want to leave before they remember we're here."

      "But we still have plenty of rat," Fre piped up from the other side of the banked fire. She didn't sound hurt, just confused.

      "Like I said, real food." Nea stomped around them, dropping a large sack on the ground next to Fre and throwing a smaller, limper one at Kell. It hit Ansel with a soft thud. "Plus not-food."

      Kell groaned and heaved himself up to take a look. Ansel curled up tighter around him, drawing his wings up over his head. Kell ran his hand over the upper pair of wings as he pulled the smaller sack off him and opened it.

      "Ooh," Kell murmured, dragging a billowing white shirt out of the bag. Underneath were a pair of suede boots, several pairs of legging-like pants, an elbow-length capelet, and an eggplant-purple vest with rows of teeny-tiny little buttons.

      The capelet was blood-red with black lace trim, but other than that, everything looked like Kell's relative size and style.

      "We're about the same size," Nea said, pulling Kell's attention away from the clothes. "And I may have helped myself to a few other things while I was in the tower."

      He noticed they were wearing a new leather jerkin with matching boots. Both the boots and jerkin were covered in small brass spikes.

      It suited Nea.

      "Thanks."

      "Whatever. I didn't do it for you."

      "I'm not sure if stealing from daeyons is wrong or not," Fre said, "but it was smart to upgrade your armor!"

      "This isn't armor," Nea replied. "This is fashion."

      "Stealing is always wrong," Ansel added. His heart didn't seem to be in it though.

      After a brief argument, they agreed to set out immediately and eat on the way. No one wanted to deal with the tower sisters again, not this early in the morning. Even Fre was in favor of setting off without another conflict. Kell asked her if she was sure she didn't want to stay until the demon girls came out to accuse them of petty theft and loitering, but Fre didn't look as enthusiastic about that as Kell had expected.

      She walked away when he tried to press, shouldering all the bags with ease and striding to the front of their party to lead the way. Kell let her go, but he made a note to bring it up later.

      Before they set out, he slipped on his newly purloined boots, because there was nothing like a perilous, week-long journey to test out new footwear. Half an hour of walking later, he was pleasantly surprised by how little they made his feet hurt. They were actually quite comfortable! Even more so than the ones he'd gotten in Elvendale. Nea had a pretty decent eye for this after all.

      For the beginning of their final quest (Kell assumed this was their final quest, anyway), things started out pretty boring. Mostly walking. They passed an interesting-looking tree, which was amusing for all of five seconds. Kell found more oranges in the bottom of the food bag.

      When Myste and Ashe showed up to attack them again around lunchtime, everyone welcomed them back. Well, Ansel didn't, but he did look mildly relieved to stop walking. The scenery was just so monotonous, all brown, shrubby, and lacking, that even Ansel hadn't found much about it to comment on.

      They had paused at the top of a series of staggered cliffs jutting over a valley of grey dirt and stunted trees far below. They'd been just about to decide whether to go down, go around, or give up and eat their problems away when the mist rose around them, bringing with it the sound of Ashe's triumphant laughter and Myste's weary grumbling.

      "I have you now, false chosen!" Ashe shouted as she tumbled out of the mist into the open air above the cliffs. Her hair, normally pulled back into a neat tail or braid, spilled over her shoulders in messy red waves. She wore what appeared to be one of Dio's old coats, too broad in the shoulders for her and singed around the sleeves. She looked better than the last time they'd seen her, but not much.

      "This is not a good idea," Myste muttered, her form coalescing behind Ashe.

      "Oh, hey," Kell said. Nea waved. Even Fre nodded in greeting.

      Myste waved back, which seemed to annoy Ashe.

      "You will not escape so easily this time," she gritted out, struggling to raise her hands above her head. The air around her shimmered with a sickly purple haze.

      "You okay?" Kell asked. "Maybe you should eat something." He held out an orange.

      "No!" Ashe shouted, her voice shaking almost as much as her hands. "You will not take this from me. I will do this for Insidious. I have to!"

      Myste reached out as if to stop her. "It doesn't have to be this—"

      "AHH!" Ashe yelled, shoving her hands skyward. The ground shook. Kell nearly dropped the orange.

      "Rude," he muttered, shoving it in his pocket.

      A bead of sweat rolled down Ashe's face as she strained to … well, it wasn't clear, exactly. But it was definitely taking a toll on her. Myste hovered anxiously behind Ashe, a look of concern and doubt on her face.

      Kell exchanged a troubled look with Fre. She hadn't drawn even one of her weapons, and she seemed like she didn't know whether she should at this point.

      Kell rubbed his face. "Look, I appreciate the effort you put into this, Ashe, but maybe you shouldn't be—"

      CRACK

      The ground trembled and split beneath their feet. Whiplike black vines shot forth, forming a writhing, snapping wall between Kell and the others. Kell stumbled back, barely avoiding the vine thrashing in front of his face. The crunching of sun-hardened dirt was the only warning he got before more vines sprouted up all around him. The ground beneath Kell's feet began to shift as the vines thrashed, churning up the dirt and crushing the stones between them.

      "The cliff!" Fre yelled as the loose stones and dirt began to slide sideways, drawn inexorably downward by the siren call of gravity.

      Kell began to slide with them.

      Time seemed to slow as the ground caved out from under Kell's feet with a sickening feeling of déjà vu. For one brief and glorious moment he was weightless, floating between the fall and the impact. Then gravity grabbed him too and pulled. His feet came down on nothing as the cliff fell away with him, eroded by whatever the fuck Ashe was trying to prove.

      Kell saw Ansel try to reach for him before Nea pulled him back.

      That’s good. Ansel really doesn’t like falling.

      Then the world was brown and rushing and very confusing. He thought he heard Fre calling his name right by his ear, but dirt was surprisingly loud. A hand grabbed him. A sturdy one. He was lifted up and out of the rushing, painful fall of rock and dirt and into Fre's protective (if rather sharp and metallic) embrace.

      It made the falling in a rockslide of whooshing doom slightly less horrible.

      Kell didn't know how long it took them to reach the bottom of the valley. He'd given up on trying to look, opting to tuck himself into Fre's chest in total acknowledgement of the fact that he was a small and tender weakling who needed the protection of her buff Amazon arms. But if he had to guess, it was less than a minute.

      Speedwise, it was certainly the fastest way of getting down here. Which was, technically, what they'd wanted. He just wouldn't recommend it.

      "Well, that happened," Kell muttered, staring blankly up at the sky over Fre's admittedly impressive shoulders. Far above he could make out the forms of Myste and Ashe against the clear, star-filled sky. Ashe was looking a bit droopy. She swooped and swerved over the cliff, disappearing out of sight. Myste followed her, dodging a vine with practiced ease.

      Kell couldn't help but hope she was all right. Ansel and Nea too, but they had each other and the power of magic and bombs on their side. They'd be fine. Probably. He was worried about Ashe. She might technically be their enemy, but she deserved better than the fate she'd gotten. Kell had to believe that.

      He could so easily have been her, after all.

      Fre shifted, breaking Kell's train of thought and lifting them both out of the debris pile they'd landed in. "Are you alright, Chosen?"

      "Yeah, fine." Kell rolled his eyes. "As usual."

      A pause. "Would you prefer it otherwise?"

      "No. I just … I don't know."

      Fre nodded, unusually subdued. "Neither do I anymore."

      "Hmm?"

      "Daeyons are evil!" Fre burst out, which wasn't exactly what Kell had expected her to say. "They displace and terrorize my people. They work against the chosen and serve the Lich King. They corrupt the land with their magic. They …" Fre trailed off, looking up. "They're just kids."

      "I don't know that those two are really the best representatives of their kind, but, yeah. I don't think anyone here's really evil."

      "What of the Lich King?"

      Kell sighed. "Eh, I think he has good intentions and bad ideas. To be fair, I think the same of Squash, so …"

      Fre frowned at the sky. "But … if they aren't really evil, what is there to fight against? How can I be a hero with nothing to fight? I want to make a difference, but I don't know what I am supposed to do anymore. I want to help people, but not when it means hurting those who don't deserve it." Fre paused. "I still don't like the daeyons though."

      "Oh, that's fine. I don't like most people. And I think we can still find you something to fight. Just because a whole society isn't evil doesn't mean some individuals aren't. We just have to find them. And then you can punch them! How does that sound?"

      Fre laughed. "You make everything sound so simple, Chosen."

      Kell cocked a set of finger guns at her. "That is because I desperately hope it will be!"

      Fre laughed harder, pounding Kell on the back so hard he nearly fell over.

      Kell struggled to regain his balance, leaning against Fre's side. "Also, you know, you're just easy to talk to."

      Fre sobered up, straightening to her full height and regarding Kell with a slight frown. "Are the others not?"

      "No, no. It's …" Kell waved his hands. He didn't even know how they'd gotten on this topic, but they were here now. He might as well commit. "Do you think I'm bad at talking to people?"

      "What?"

      "I don't think I'm bad at talking to people. I mean, maybe I'm not great, but I'm not bad. And okay, I could have done better with the goddess, and Ansel's family, and probably Ansel too, but … uh … maybe I am bad at talking to people."

      "I don't understand what you mean, Chosen. You're talking to me right now!"

      "Yes, but are we?" Kell thunked his head against the front of Fre's invisible chestplate. "Don't mind me. I think I'm just upset that Ashe is attacking us again. I really thought I could help her."

      "You can't help everyone," Fre said, unusually solemn. She rubbed her chin, contemplating the ground in front of them for a moment before lighting up. Spinning Kell out in front of her, she placed both hands on his shoulders, looming over him with earnest excitement. "But is this not merely another challenge? I was not able to split a chrysalint in half the first day I picked up an axe. We … you just need to practice! Speak to me truly, Chosen, and I will listen."

      "Ahh … how about them Vikings?"

      Fre looked around. "Where?"

      "Sorry, I panicked." Kell smashed his head against Fre's chestplate. The dull crack of impact echoed around the valley and between Kell's ears. It made him feel a little better and also a lot dizzy. "I'm really bad at this, aren't I? No wonder Ansel never understands me."

      "I thought we were talking about Ashe."

      "Oh, yeah, that too."

      Fre attempted to pat Kell gently on the shoulders. It only made his bones creak a bit. "I think you are doing fine, Chosen! But, er … I am not sure I am very good at talking to people either."

      "Really? You always seem to get the point across pretty well."

      "That's shouting, not talking."

      "Ah, well."

      Fre sighed. "Maybe I am not very good at simply talking either. Nea does get frustrated with me all the time."

      "That's just their personality."

      "I think it's more than that," Fre said.

      Kell shrugged, his face still comfortably smashed against the front of her armor. "Do you want to talk to them like I want to talk to Ansel?"

      "I don't know, but … I wouldn't mind, I think."

      "Maybe figure that out first, for sure, before figuring out how to talk to them."

      "But how do I figure out for sure without talking to them?"

      Neither of them had an answer to that.

      "Okay," Kell said, pushing himself reluctantly away from Fre's chest. "We've gotten way off topic and even wayer out of our depth. Let's just focus on finding a way to find the others and, you know, figure out the rest as we go."

      "It sounds like a plan, Chosen."

      "It really doesn't," Kell grumbled.

      "It really does," Fre said cheerfully, clapping Kell on the back.

      "Whatever. You think they're still up there?" Kell pointed up the cliff.

      Fre rubbed her chin thoughtfully. "Let's find out!" Kell had just enough warning to clap his hands over his ears before she shouted. "HEY, YOU STILL UP THERE?"

      Nea's tiny, floofy head poked over the cliff. "Oh, yes, we're fine. Thank you for asking."

      "YOU ARE WELCOME!"

      Kell could see Nea's eyeroll from all the way down here.

      "YOU SHOULD COME DOWN HERE."

      Nea looked down the cliff, considering it. "I could, but I am a slightly better person than that. Ansel and I will meet you at the end of the valley. Don't do anything dumb before then, okay?"

      Wow. If Kell didn't know better, he'd almost think Nea sounded concerned. For Fre at least. Probably not him.

      He waved at Nea before they disappeared back over the cliff but after Fre had shouted back her assent, because, boy, did she have a set of lungs on her. His ears were still ringing when they headed out into the valley. It made it hard to hear the story Fre was telling him—something about sentient corn?—but as long as he kept nodding and oohing at appropriate-seeming intervals, she seemed happy.

      The ups and downs of her voice were soothing as they followed the line of the cliffs, even if he had no idea what she was saying. The valley sprawled dull and lifeless before them, a grey, monotonous vee surrounded by brown, monotonous cliffs that slowly leveled out on either side.

      For the first stage of their perilous final journey, it wasn't very impressive. Kell had expected … more. Danger. Excitement! Thrills.

      It didn't even have to be monsters.

      Like, a bear would do.

      "Hey, Fre, are there actually bears in Allune?"

      Kell kept hearing about them but he had yet to see a single one.

      "Are there wh— Watch out!"

      "A bear!?" Kell perked up. He whipped his head around, eyes scanning the grey expanse of the valley around them as he stepped forward. His foot landed in something soft and … sinking?

      "No," Fre muttered low and dark. "Swamp sand."

      Kell watched his foot sink lower into the otherwise unremarkable ground. "Ugh. My new boots."

      "Don't move, Chosen! Struggling will only make it worse."

      "It's only one foot. I can totally—"

      Fre clapped her armored hands around his torso, holding him tightly enough to make him wheeze. With a mighty grunt, Fre jerked him up. His foot came free of the swamp sand with a mucky pop. Fre held him aloft in mostly undeserved and rather uncomfortable triumph.

      "—get myself … Never mind."

      "Never underestimate swamp sand. It is a hidden killer," Fre muttered darkly, glaring suspiciously at the ground as if she wished to pummel it into submission. She lowered Kell down behind her.

      "Right," Kell said. "A true danger."

      Fre nodded, face bleak.

      Kell rubbed his brow. He had the feeling the stars were laughing, though he couldn't tell if it was at him or their own weird machinations. "Okay, let's just go around—"

      A wall of fire surrounded them, echoing with Dio's unmistakable laughter.

      "I take it back. I don't want thrills. Boredom was great," Kell muttered.

      The fire expanded outward, leaving them in a circle about the size of a wrestling ring. Dio emerged from the flames in front of them, floating right above where Kell had almost possibly been in danger of losing a shoe.

      Kell wasn't sure if that was supposed to be intimidating or not.

      "There you are," Dio exclaimed. He seemed a bit winded, his hair uncombed and his clothes not quite as coordinated as usual. "You thought you had bested my minions, but—"

      "I fell down a cliff."

      "—you can't, er, what?" Dio lost what little steam he had.

      Kell pointed to himself, then the cliff, speaking slowly. "I. Fell down. A cliff. I didn't fight Ashe, and I had no intentions of fighting her. Honestly, what were you thinking, sending her out like that? She's obviously still recovering!"

      "It would not have been a fair fight, had one happened," Fre added, backing Kell up.

      Dio glared down at them, expression caught between annoyance and something that almost looked like gratitude.

      "You need not concern yourself with our plans," he growled.

      Kell raised an eyebrow. Dio had the decency to look guilty before covering it up with a smirk.

      "Enough pleasantries! The time for your demise is at—"

      "Why did you save them?" Kell interrupted.

      Dio crossed his arms. Little flames sparked around his horns. "What?"

      "Ashe. And Myste. Why'd you really save them? I've been wondering about that."

      Dio faltered, expression becoming brittle. "I didn't save them. It was convenient, that is all. I needed minions of my own, and what better servants of the true god than a false chosen?"

      The way Dio said it sounded purposely cruel and offhand, the kind of lie you tell when the truth hurts more than just yourself.

      Kell didn't press further.

      "And they have served me well, to deliver you to, er …" Dio trailed off, looking around. "The valley of your doom?"

      "You don't even know where we are, do you?"

      "I don't think this was on the map," Fre offered, ever helpful.

      "That doesn't matter!" Dio shouted, recovering. His wings gave off sparks of fire that fell to the ground, sizzling when they hit the swamp sand. "It does not matter where your journey ends so long as it does. I will do what I must for Allune to protect my people from the goddess's schemes and restore the balance to my homeland. You will interfere no longer! Now the gloves are on."

      "Don't you mean 'the gloves are off'?" Kell asked.

      "Why would he mean that?" Fre asked. She didn't seem to be taking this encounter any more seriously than he was, for once. Maybe he was a bad influence.

      He should probably feel guilty about that.

      He didn't feel at all guilty about how downright pissed Dio looked. "It's an expression," he seethed. "The gloves go on so I can hit you with them."

      "No, no, that's not right," Kell argued. "The gloves come off so you can hit me without them. It's, like, a boxing thing."

      "Why would I want to hit you without gloves on?" Dio asked.

      "That doesn't sound very safe," Fre said, tapping her armored fists together. The sound they made rang throughout the valley, and, okay, Kell could maybe see her point.

      "Right," Dio said, posture relaxing. He spread his hands out in front of him, examining his nails. "Fighting without gloves on would be so dumb. I mean, not that I ever need to hit people, but if I did, I would never do it barehanded. Do you know how bad that is for your skin?"

      "Terrible," Fre agreed.

      Kell was used to feeling like the odd man out in their party, but feeling like the odd man out with an enemy was a different experience. He missed Ashe and Myste already. At least they would have, well, not necessarily agreed with him, but at least known what he was talking about.

      (They definitely would not have agreed with him.)

      "Exactly! It's—" Dio cut himself off, staring down at them with an expression of dawning horror. "Oh, no. No, you are not doing this with me."

      "Doing what?" Kell asked, the epitome of innocence.

      "Doing … this!" Dio waved his hand between the two of them, standing peacefully at the edge of the swamp sand. "I am serious about stopping you. You may not understand why, and I do not blame you for that. The forces that brought you here work hard to obscure their true purpose."

      "So, like, how do you know it, then?"

      Dio faltered. "The Lich King said …"

      "Eh, never mind. I doubt he really knows either."

      Dio frowned but didn't bother to argue. He sank lower in the air until he was almost eye level with Fre, hovering only a few feet above the boot-eating ground. "The Lich King grows impatient, Chosen. His plans are almost complete, and you are in the way. It is time to end that."

      Fre stiffened, hand sliding toward her weapon. Kell stopped her. He stepped forward, facing Dio. "I will face my destiny, whatever it is. But I have one request."

      "I don't take requests."

      Kell shrugged. "A favor. Whatever. Just come down here and kill me on my own level. I don't like this flying figure smiting me from above imagery. Too biblical for my taste."

      Dio's face contorted in barely disguised confusion as he tried to understand what Kell had said. Not being understood was an advantage at times. It threw people off.

      Not that Kell necessarily did it on purpose, but this one time it was working to his advantage.

      Dio nodded slowly and folded his wings in. He began to descend. A genuine sadness played fleetingly in the depths of his pretty blue eyes, there and then gone again. His boots just barely grazed the ground.

      "Psych!" Kell shouted, leaping forward into Dio's arms. Dio caught him out of pure instinct. His wings flared wide. His mouth dropped open. His feet made full contact with the ground.

      And kept going.

      Dragged down by their combined weight, Dio sunk knee deep into the swamp sand. His face twisted between surprise and disgust with a little sprinkle of building rage over the top.

      "Sorry, Dio, but destiny is kinda shit." Kell leaned back, signalling for Fre to pull him out again. She lifted him up, this time in much more deserved but still uncomfortable triumph.

      "Woohoo," Kell whooped, dangling awkwardly in Fre's sturdy grip. "Ah, that was fun. Until next time!"

      Fre put him down and he saluted Dio, who'd begun to struggle vainly against the swamp sand's sucking grip. The fire that wreathed his horns had sputtered out to mere wet sparks.

      "No!" Dio shouted, trying to summon fire to his palms. It smoldered on his fingertips, leaving acrid black smoke lingering in the air. "How dare you! These boots were new."

      "Oh …" Kell said, cringing. "I'm sorry. Here, have an orange."

      Kell tossed Dio the last of his oranges. It hit him in the wing and began to sink in the swamp sand too. Kell backed away.

      "We need to meet up with our companions," Fre said in the voice of someone who acknowledges an awkward situation and wishes to remove themselves from it.

      "That we do," Kell agreed.

      They turned their backs on Dio, ignoring his admittedly creative curses upon their names and families. It took them a good hour of walking through the dismal valley before his voice faded from hearing. Fre occupied herself by practicing her bone carving. She said she was making a full set of knuckle dice for playing Knuckles-Up and showed Kell her progress. Kell, having no idea what that was or what he was looking at, just nodded and told her they looked great.

      They looked like grotesquely mauled bones with notches carved in them, but Kell wasn't sure if that was just the aesthetic.

      "Can I ask you something?" Fre asked after they'd walked far enough that Dio's voice was a distant, echoing memory.

      "Shoot."

      "How did you know that would work?"

      "Oh, I absolutely did not."

      "I admire your confidence!" Fre said, one hundred percent earnestly.

      "You really shouldn't."

      "Hmm?"

      "Nothing." Kell kicked at a dull grey rock on the path, watching it bounce dully over the dull grey ground. "Hey, can I ask you a question?"

      "Anything, Chosen."

      "Is Dio what you expected from a demon lord? Or, you know, whatever it is he's supposed to be."

      Fre stopped walking. "Ahh. Well, no. Not exactly."

      "Care to expand on that?"

      Fre had to think for a while before she could come up with an answer to that. In the end it was about what Kell had expected. The daeyons were evil because of a lot of things, all of which Fre had heard from other people who'd just seemed to know it. They started territorial disputes with her people. They corrupted the land, whatever that meant. (Kell had a suspicion it involved the stars and the vision of fire they kept showing him, but he kept that to himself.) They may have been involved in a war?

      Fre was a bit iffy on that one. It seemed she didn't pay much attention in history class either.

      "There was definitely some sort of fight," Fre said, sounding increasingly unsure. "With the elves?"

      "Let's just call that a maybe," Kell said.

      "Yeah …" Fre sighed. "As for Dio, er, Lord Insidious, he is not very—"

      "Insidious?"

      "—daeyonic. None of the daeyons we've encountered have been. It's … strange."

      "I guess? We don't have to keep talking about it if it bothers you. I was just curious."

      "No, it's fine. I want to talk about it. I think I need to." Fre turned back toward the valley and started walking again. "But maybe later."

      "Later always works for me." Kell followed her. Not because she necessarily knew where she was going but because he was pretty sure he had seen a bear earlier, and he kind of wanted to be behind her if they ran into another.

      They walked for hours as the sun began its slow descent into the horizon. The cliffs beside them grew lower with the sun's passing. With luck they'd reach the end before sunset and hopefully Nea and Ansel as well.

      Kell had never had very good luck.

      To be fair, since coming to Allune, he couldn't honestly say his luck was bad anymore. Was it possible to have weird luck? Was that a thing?

      They met up with their companions before dark, sure. But they also ran into five bears on the way. Which was at least four bears more than Kell had wanted to see.

      And they weren't even real bears! They were, like, obnoxiously loud bear-badger-wolf monster hybrids with creepily human faces.

      (Monsters like all creepy things were, but not monsters like the shadows had been.)

      Fre wrestled them into submission barehanded, which was apparently a popular sport in H'rad-on-Way.

      Kell tried very hard not to be judgemental.

      He only failed a little bit.

      Fre even told him to be grateful they were only bladgenbears and not pricklebears, as though there was some kind of hierarchy to the awfulness of bears. Which, admittedly, made sense, but Kell wasn’t in a very sensible mood at the moment.

      By the time they reached the place where the edge of the valley met the slope of the cliffs, it was just before gloaming, and Kell was sick of bears. The sun was sinking, red and blazing in the west, casting an ominous light over the looming shape of the Lick King's palace and the swampy forest that lay between them and it. The sky glowed a silky pink, the stars an indistinct blur against the colors of the setting sun. The half light made the footing treacherous. For Kell anyway. He kept tripping over every dip and stone on the ground. Fre was totally fine.

      "Oi, mungheads!" Nea's voice split the growing gloom. "Over here. Took you long enough."

      Nea waved from their perch on the trunk of a fallen tree. Ansel sat dejectedly next to them.

      "Guys," Kell exclaimed.

      "Friends!" Fre shouted.

      "You're okay," they both said in unison, hurrying to rejoin the others. Kell threw himself down on the log next to Ansel as Fre attempted to hug Nea, much to the other's chagrin.

      Kell wrapped an arm around Ansel, soaking in the feeling of being next to him again. "Hey."

      "Ah, hello."

      "I missed you," Kell whispered.

      Ansel's cheeks darkened, blush visible even in the encroaching twilight. He opened his mouth to respond, but anything he might have said was cut off by Nea's yelling.

      "Get off me, you traitor!" Nea screamed, struggling to escape Fre's embrace. They hadn't resorted to explosives yet, so they probably didn't really mean it.

      "Traitor?" Fre looked around, vigilant and worried.

      "You! You're supposed to be on my team." Nea went limp, hanging over Fre's arms like a wet noodle. Their head fell back and they stared upside down at Kell and Ansel. "I was so bored. Ansel didn't let me blow anything up."

      "I am sorry," Fre said, confused but dutifully earnest.

      Nea sighed. "Yeah, whatever. I forgive you."

      Ansel's hand found Kell's in the growing dark.

      "Now that we are all together, we ought to find a safe place to spend the night," Ansel suggested.

      "See?" Nea sighed. "So boring."

      "That sounds sensible to me," Fre said.

      "Traitor," Nea muttered.

      They bickered as the sun set, and they searched for a safe place to camp, the shadow of the Lick King's palace hanging over them throughout the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

          I KNOW MORE ABOUT QUICKSAND THAN I DO ABOUT THE FINAL BOSS

        

      

    

    
      They spent the next day navigating through what Nea called "the swamp before the swamp." Kell wasn't sure if it had a name. He proposed calling it "the boring swamp," but no one paid much attention to him. Everyone was too alert looking out for swamp sand. Kell was the only one who didn't seem to think it was very dangerous. He was also the one who kept walking into it. By the time Ansel found them a suitably safe and swamp-sand-free place to camp, Fre had already pulled Kell out of over a dozen pools of swamp sand.

      His boots were in very sad shape.

      Their goal had been to make camp at the end of the swamp but before the swamp. Or so Nea claimed, and apparently everyone else agreed with them. It wasn't until they'd finally stopped, in the late afternoon, on the edge of what Nea kept ominously calling the swamp, that Kell bothered asking them what they meant by that.

      "You don't know?" Nea exclaimed, slapping their forehead. "Ugh. Of course you don't know. Why would you know? You're only the chosen one."

      "It's not my fault!" Kell complained, wincing as Ansel tended to his arm. They'd run into a patch of venomous frogs earlier, and his poor wrist still stung from where he'd gotten bit.

      Kell felt a bit guilty about that. He probably owed Ashe an apology. Or a lecture. Not that she ever listened to him.

      Ansel made soothing noises as he applied more healing magic, though whether he was trying to make Kell feel better or forestall an argument was hard to tell. Kell lowered his voice anyway.

      "I wish this adventure came with a glossary," Kell muttered.

      "Would you ever use it?" Nea asked.

      "Eh, probably not."

      Nea rubbed their forehead. "The swamp is the swamp."

      "The Children's Swamp," Fre added, because she was actually helpful even if the answer itself was not particularly helpful.

      "Ah, yes. Right. That swamp." Kell nodded seriously. "Yeah. I still have no idea what you mean."

      Unsurprisingly, it was Ansel who actually answered. "The Children's Swamp is the last defense before the Lich King's palace. Few chosen have ever made it this far. Fewer still have ever made it through. It is said that the swamp is filled with the things you fear, to make you run, and the things you love, to make you stay."

      "Once you enter, there is no turning back," Fre added.

      "Okay, that all sounds pretty standard," Kell said. "But why the name? It doesn't sound like a very fit place for kids."

      Fre frowned, scratching her head. Nea and Ansel exchanged a glance.

      "There are legends," Nea began. "Who knows what the truth is? But the version I grew up with told of a time a thousand years ago, when there was a forest here with an orphanage run by the Starwood elves."

      "The Starwood elves are no more," Ansel added. "The daeyons wiped them out after the starfall."

      "Aha," Fre exclaimed. "That was the fight!"

      "And ever since," Nea continued in a tone of voice that broached no further interruptions, "the land has been haunted by the spirits of those who died here, their bones destroyed and their spirits trapped by the corruption that lingers in the very ground itself. The swamp children, stuck forever between life and death, forever seeking the company of others to ease their suffering, forever doomed to suffer alone."

      Nea spread their arms wide, lowering their voice. "Some say that the horrors that walk these lands are the orphans themselves, turned dark and twisted by the daeyon's magic. Others say it's the souls of the daeyons who refuse to enter the goddess's domain. But everyone agrees the swamp is haunted by a terrible curse said to take the form of whatever, or whoever, will lower its victim's guard the fastest before pulling them in to become one with the very swamp itself."

      Nea turned away, spitting on the ground. "But who knows, really? It's a creepy place, and everyone who comes here dies. The end."

      Ansel's hands had settled over Kell's wrist. Though the magic had long since done its work. Ansel dug his fingers into Kell's arm, grip tight and persistent. "These are, of course, only legends," he said, voice faint.

      "Of course," Kell agreed. "I'm sure the truth is a lot dumber than that."

      The Children's Swamp sounded way too cool and dangerous for this kind of adventure. Kell didn't bother taking it too seriously despite his companions' dour mood.

      After all, they'd all acted like that about swamp sand, and the worst it'd done was ruin his boots.

      No one else took any heed of Kell's reassurance. That was fine. Kell was absolutely confident that he'd be vindicated later. He was the chosen one, after all. Of course he was right.

      He could hear the stars vaguely disagreeing with him, murmuring confused dissent at the back of his mind as though they approved of the message but not the reasoning behind it. Or maybe the reasoning but not the message. It was hard to tell.

      Either way, Kell ignored them.

      "Anyway!" Kell said brightly, clapping his hands together to attract everyone's attention. "It's not like we have to worry about it until tomorrow, yeah? So who cares?"

      "How are you even still alive?" Nea murmured. It didn't sound like a question though, so Kell didn't bother answering.

      Ansel leaned his head against Kell's shoulder and sighed, which was basically the same as agreeing with Kell.

      "Wise words indeed, Chosen," Fre boomed. "There is nothing better than a full stomach and a good night's sleep before walking into certain death!"

      "Right, that," Kell said. "That is definitely what I meant."

      Nea stood up. "Fine. Whatever. Why don't you set up camp for us, then, Kellie? I'm going to look for more potion ingredients. I don't particularly feel like walking into certain death empty-handed."

      "You still have potions," Kell noted, pointing to Nea's clinking waistline.

      Nea crossed their arms. "These are my backups. I want more."

      "If those are your backups, what have you been using this whole time?" Kell asked.

      "My backup backups."

      "How many potions do you have?"

      "I'm not telling you."

      "This may be our last chance to gather supplies," Ansel said, voice pointedly calm. "It would be a good idea to take advantage of it."

      "No harm has ever been caused by being overprepared," Fre added.

      Kell considered bringing up the tent incident, but that just seemed cruel. He didn't think they'd need anything special to get through another day of swampiness, but it probably wouldn't hurt to try. He waved his hand at Nea, shooing them off. "Yeah, yeah. We can handle setting up camp. Go get whatever you want. Just don't get eaten by a bear. Or worse, a frog."

      Nea snorted. "No promises. If it looks like fun, maybe I'll let it happen." Nea winked. "For alchemy."

      "Don't worry, friend Nea! I shall accompany you," Fre exclaimed, banging her armored fist against her invisible chestplate. The clang of metal on metal echoed eerily through the half gloom under the dark, twisted branches of the dead swamp trees. "You can gather ingredients in peace while I protect you!"

      "I feel like you've missed the joke," Nea said, voice annoyed but with a half smile on their face. "But as long as it's you, I don't mind the company. Come on. I want to be back before dark."

      Fre followed Nea out of the small clearing they'd picked to spend the night in, a bemused but determined look on her face. Just before they faded from view in the murky, half-lit maze of the swamp's expanse, they both turned back to nod at Kell.

      Unsure what else to do, he flashed them a double thumbs-up. One for each of them! He wasn't sure who—or what—he was encouraging at this point, but he was certainly going to be supportive about it. Fre grinned back at him, Nea rolled their eyes, and then they were both gone, lost to the mist and murk of the swamp.

      The boring one, not the child-killing, man-eating one.

      Ansel sighed again.

      Kell ran a hand through his hair, gently petting the curls that fringed his ears. "I know what you're thinking, and I'm not sorry."

      "I do not want you to be sorry, love."

      "Oh? Hmm." Kell leaned closer to Ansel, tapping a finger teasingly against his cheek. "Ah. Then you want me to be better."

      Ansel shook his head. "No. I want you to be right. I am just … afraid. That you might not be."

      "Oh." Kell leaned back, a bit startled by the answer. He rubbed the back of his neck. "You shouldn't worry about that."

      Ansel turned his head, blazing golden eyes meeting Kell's. The emotion in them was indescribable. "You should. Should you not? I believe in you, truly I do, but can you not take this a little more seriously?"

      "Ah." Kell hunched his shoulder, face falling. He leaned into Ansel's side, eyes turning toward the swirling, half-dark swamp around them. "Probably."

      Ansel seemed to be waiting for him to say more. When Kell didn't, Ansel frowned, pressing his knuckles against his lips as though repressing what he truly wished to say.

      Kell gathered his thoughts. "I mean, yeah, I probably can take it more seriously. But the more seriously I take it, the more afraid I'll be. If I don't take it seriously, then it isn't serious. And if it isn't serious, then there's nothing to be afraid of. I don't like being afraid. It's …"

      Kell frowned, looking up at the sky. "It's too much work."

      And, really. Compared to the fear of his father's anger, his brothers' mockery, his peers' rejection … how scary could a ghost swamp be?

      (Really, very scary a little voice whispered in the back of his mind, but it sounded far too reasonable to listen to.)

      Kell met Ansel's eyes again. "I know you wish I'd take things more seriously, but … it's just easier not to. And anyway, things always seem to work out all right. We'll be fine. I know it."

      Ansel shook his head, a small and crooked smile blossoming on his lips. "You truly are the strangest and bravest person I have ever met."

      No, I'm not brave. I'm just too lazy to be a proper coward.

      They sat there together for a little while as the sun began to set until Ansel reminded him they actually did need to set up camp before the others got back. Kell tried to protest, but the moment had already been ruined.

      At least, he thought it had been a moment.

      (It felt like a moment.)

      Kell grumbled but allowed Ansel to pull him up. Together they rummaged through their piecemeal supplies, pulling out the few bits of extra clothing they had accumulated to use as makeshift bedding. They dumped the assortment of tops, jackets, and Kell's one nice cloak on the flat side of the clearing and set about trying to start a fire on the other side. Kell insisted on making a drill stick and trying it the hard way first. When that failed, Ansel lit a golden flame on his palm and almost burned down the whole clearing.

      Kell was just stamping out the last of the stray fires when Fre and Nea returned.

      "Not a word," he warned.

      "I didn't say anything," Nea said, in a tone of voice that said quite a lot of things indeed.

      Fre squelched out the final wayward blaze under her armored boot. A few venomous frogs clung to her legs, their tiny little teeth sinking fruitlessly into the plating of her invisible armor. Kell eyed them dubiously, shuffling back a ways.

      "We have returned victorious," Fre proclaimed a little redundantly.

      "Victorious might be stretching it," Nea muttered.

      Fre's shoulders sank.

      Kell reached over and patted her on the arm. As soon as his palm made contact with the invisible armored plating over her bicep, he winced in pain, yanking his hand back. Something sharp had cut him!

      "Ow," he complained, examining his palm. A thin line of blood welled up as he watched.

      "Chosen!" Fre exclaimed. "Careful! I should have warned you, some of my armor's been damaged. It's nothing major, but it is a bit, er, sharp?"

      Kel flexed his hand, watching the thin red line grow into a thick ribbon. "Oh, really? Your armor looks fine to me."

      "Thank you!" Fre beamed at him. "I did my best to fix it."

      "Technically," Nea mused, eyeing up Fre's physique, "this could be considered an improvement. On a purely defensive level, of course."

      Says the person wearing half their weight in metal spikes, Kell thought but was prudent enough not to say aloud.

      Ansel hadn't said anything since almost burning their campsite down, and he continued to not say anything as he wordlessly healed the small cut on Kell's hand. That seemed to settle the whole affair. The four of them settled down for the evening. Nea pulled the frogs off Fre's legs, stuffing them into some secret pocket of theirs for who-knows-what nefarious reasons. Kell dragged over the pack of food Nea had stolen, Fre got out her endless supply of rat meat, Ansel tended the fire with a perhaps overly watchful eye, and they managed to get through dinner without anything else of note happening.

      After a halfway decent meal of mixed and slightly off fruits, Kell was feeling pretty good. Night had almost fallen, but the merrily crackling fire kept the worst of the gloom at bay. It was far too early to retire for the evening yet, no matter how important a good night of sleep was for overcoming evil.

      When Fre suggested a round of Knuckles-Up, everyone was game. Even Kell, who had no idea how to play and no intention of learning.

      Not that it really mattered, anyway. Ansel was a fiend at dice. He kept winning no matter how many rounds they threw or how dirty Nea tried to cheat. After at least two dozen losses in a row, Nea threw up their hands in disgust and quit.

      "I thought celesians were too pure and holy for gambling," they grumbled.

      "Gambling implies stakes," Ansel replied primly. "Without that, dice games are merely numbers and chance."

      "I hate you," Nea muttered, but they agreed to play another few rounds anyway. And then another few after that.

      Fre packed up the dice once night had fallen for real and the light of the fire was no longer enough to see clearly by. It wasn't really cold, but there was a certain chill to the air that even the fire couldn't keep at bay. The four of them huddled together, trying not to pay too much attention to the shadows dancing at the edge of the clearing. There'd be more than enough time for that kind of thing tomorrow.

      Kell wasn't sure who suggested it, but after a while they started taking turns telling scary stories. Because what better way to take your mind off a haunted swamp than with tales of other haunted places?

      Fre went first, recalling a chilling if rather silly story of the face-stealing rock mold that grew only in one grotto high in the western peaks of H'rads-Teeth Range. It was said that a mighty orlk warrior had established a village there but was driven mad by the corruption of the daeyons. After slaughtering every person in the village, she ripped their faces off and hung them on the rocks around the grotto. It is said that to this day they hang there still. Clinging like dripping red moss to the rocks of the western peaks, beckoning any who pass by to join them in their misery. Any who hear their calling is doomed to suffer the same fate as they did and have their own face hung, moaning and wrinkled, on the rocks of H'rads-Teeth Range.

      "Oohah," Fre moaned, smushing her face between her palms to replicate the fate of those in her story. It didn't quite carry the same gravitas as her words and rather killed the mood.

      "Ugh," Nea complained. "That's not scary. I'll show you scary."

      They uncapped one of their potion bottles and poured it over the fire. A thick, scentless smoke rose from the flames, crimson in color and light in the air. It wavered over the clearing, hanging ominously above their heads as Nea began to recount their own face-stealing tale.

      On the far reaches of Seawood Beach, even further north and west than they had ventured, there was a stretch of desolate land that the Seawood elves had once called home. It had been a small and simple village but a prosperous one. Until the daeyons cursed it. They stained the sea red like blood and washed the sand in crimson tides. Everything the waters touched was poisoned. But the Seawood elves were bold in the face of such trickery, refusing to yield or retreat. One evening they gathered all in the center of town to discuss their options, burning a big bonfire to keep away the chill of night.

      But from that bonfire evil red smoke poured forth. It had been built with driftwood, gathered from the tainted beach. The smoke hung in the air, oppressive and inescapable, melting off the face of every elf it touched and absorbing them into smoke and ash, born and blowing on the sea-whipped air. It is said the bonfire burns still to this day, the smoke above it red and angry, filled with the screaming faces of hundreds who have fallen to it over the years.

      "Even now it burns," Nea mumbled, voice low and threatening. "The fire bright and welcoming, drawing new victims in every year. Their faces blown to smoke above, their bones ground to coal below. Be wary of fires left burning unattended lest you fall victim to it next."

      Kell shivered, moving closer to Ansel. Ansel noticed and put an arm around him, saying comfortingly, "Do not worry, love. None of that is true at all."

      Kell relaxed.

      "The real tale is much worse," Ansel continued, face growing grim. Kell felt his stomach dropping but said nothing as Ansel took the lead, recalling his version of the face-stealing tale. It was indeed the worst one yet.

      A thousand years ago, when the land was parched for magic and rain, the people prayed to the skies for salvation. Overhearing their cries, the daeyons came from their twisted towers and polluted lands to prey on the weak and the weary. They promised to bring rain on one condition.

      When it came, the people must not go inside.

      "Stand under the rain," the daeyons said. "Let it wash your pain away."

      The people agreed, overjoyed to have their prayers answered. A few questioned the daeyons' intentions, but no one wanted to listen. Not when the clouds were rolling in. Not when the first drops of rain were falling, welcome on the hands of the desperate people.

      The people were so happy, so blessed, they didn't notice at first that the rain was crimson red or how it burned when it touched their skin. And by the time they did notice, it was too late. For every drop that touched them washed a bit of them away, stole a fraction of their appearance, a minutiae of their existence. Some stumbled into their homes, half their faces gone. Others were not so lucky.

      Or, perhaps they were luckier, for they were not forced to live a half life. Those who stood under the rain did indeed have their pain washed away, their happiness and joy and grief as well. Until they were nothing but formless, faceless shadows of themselves. Not even ghosts but shadows of ghosts, wandering the land forever, searching for the last drop of rain to wash them away completely.

      Kell shuddered despite himself. Still, he couldn't help but think at the end that there was something fishy about all these stories. It was weird, wasn't it, how similar they were? And they all stemmed from the same source: the "corruption of the daeyons." The evil magic, evil land, and general … evilness.

      Whatever that meant.

      But if the demons were so evil, why didn't they do more evil things? Attack villages, set up tortuous castles, actually try to kill Kell with some vigor and intensity for once?

      If the demons were so evil, then why didn't they act like it?

      Why didn't anyone act like it?

      Kell just couldn't buy into that concept no matter how many ghost stories he heard.

      And then there were the stars. Their dreams of fire, screaming, and secrets, and the thing they didn't want to tell him. The thing they hadn't wanted to happen. The thing they couldn't prevent and couldn't fix.

      The girl with light hair and the boy with dark hair, who both reached for the stars as everything burned and everything fell. The stars themselves, falling and changing the world, and not necessarily for the better.

      Was it just a coincidence, then, that the fire and falling, the changing, and all the screaming he heard so much in his dreams sounded so similar—too similar—to casual tales of demonic villainy? That the red seas he'd seen the stars cause sounded so much like the ones blamed on the demons?

      Kell had too many questions and not enough answers. One question led to another, one confusion to more, like a giant ball of string so badly tangled it wasn't worth salvaging anymore.

      Nothing added up, and thinking about it just made Kell more frustrated.

      Maybe these were just silly ghost stories after all.

      He was so distracted thinking about it he almost didn't notice the eyes of the other three resting solely on him.

      "Hmm, what?"

      "It's your turn," Ansel said gently.

      "Oh, right." Kell thought for a moment, but he didn't know many ghost stories besides the ones his mom had used to scare him into behaving when he was very young, so he trotted those out. They weren't nearly as unique or elaborate as the face-stealing saga, but they held a special place in his heart.

      The little boy who didn't brush his teeth and became a hungry ghost. The little boy who didn't go to school and became a hungry ghost. The little boy who didn't listen his father and—

      Yeah, none of them were scary at all.

      Kell sighed and waved his hands in defeat. "Ah, why don't you tell another story?" he said to Fre.

      "No, no," she said, whipping her head back and forth. "How can you stop in the middle like that? I must hear what happened to the last little boy."

      Nea slumped to the ground, posture even more defeated then Kell's. "Why don't you just guess?" they griped.

      Fre thought for a moment. "Did he have his face stolen?"

      "Sure," Kell said. "Why not?"

      "How horrifying," Fre said.

      "I'm bored of scary stories," Nea said, rolling on their side so their back was to the fire. "Let's just call it a night."

      No one else agreed, but no one felt much like arguing either, and they soon split off to turn in for the night. Nea hogged the good spot in front of the fire, stretching out like a cat to take up more room than their height should have allowed. Fre rolled herself up by the edge of the clearing, ostensibly to stand watch. She was asleep within seconds.

      Kell and Ansel retreated to the pile of clothing they'd made earlier. Settling down on that lumpy mess was only slightly better than lying right on the ground. When Kell shifted, trying to get more comfortable, a button dug painfully into his thigh. He reached down to tug the fabric out from under him and heard something rip.

      Ansel pressed his head into the folded-up cloak, stifling a laugh.

      "Stop flirting and go to sleep," Nea grumbled.

      "I wasn't—" Kell started to say, half sitting up.

      Nea threw something at him. Kell had the prescience to dodge before their arm had even lifted. A dark shape whistled over his head, landing with a plop outside the clearing.

      "Hey," he complained.

      "Hey yourself," Nea said. "Go to sleep." With that they flipped over onto their stomach, seeming to think the matter settled.

      Kell lay back down and looked at Ansel, who had his head all but buried in the cloak. The tips of his ears burned crimson even in the dim, moonless night of the swamp. Kell smiled to himself, a strange feeling squeezing at his heart.

      "Psst," he whispered. "Ans."

      Ansel pretended to be asleep. Kell knew he was pretending because his arms were wrapped too tightly around his makeshift pillow, his shoulders strung too tightly below his wings.

      "Psst," he whispered again.

      One goldenrod-yellow eye cracked open, peering at him over the folds of the cloak.

      "What is it?"

      "Do you think this swamp has any magic swords?"

      Ansel stared at him for a long, unblinking minute before sighing and closing his eyes.

      "Go to sleep, love," he murmured into the fabric of the cloak between his arms.

      "It doesn't have to be a sword," Kell continued undeterred. "It could be any magic weapon. Or item, really. Magic boots would be cool."

      "Kell."

      "I mean, this is the final stage, right? So where's my end-game loot?" Kell complained, picking up steam. "I've been on this quest for, what? A month? No, almost two months! And what have I gotten from it?"

      "Kell."

      "Everyone knows you need some last-minute item to save you in the final fight."

      "Chosen …"

      "That's just common knowledge." Kell paused. Ansel seemed to be torn between laughing at and admonishing him. "Right?"

      Ansel silently shook his head.

      "Go to sleep before I come over there and put you to sleep," Nea growled.

      Kell twisted around, an "I dare you" forming on his lips. Before he could get it out, Ansel's arms wrapped around his chest and pulled him in.

      "Sleep now," Ansel murmured. "Fight in the morning."

      Kell didn't dare disagree. He lay still as Ansel's breath evened out and grew sleep-quiet in his ear, his arms relaxing around Kell's chest but never letting go. The sound of Ansel's steady heartbeat eventually lulled Kell into a restless sleep, full of crimson fire and fading starlight.

      The dreams were always the same yet always different. The stars reaching down with magic so hot it burned; the stars retreating with magic dying in their wake; the stars being worshipped, hands reaching up in supplication and in anger; the stars, the stars, the stars.

      Amidst the fire and the fading, Kell could feel the star's fear and remembered what Ansel had said.

      The swamp is filled with the things you fear, to make you run, and the things you love, to make you stay.

      He wondered what, exactly, the stars feared. The consequences of their actions, or the actions themselves?

      Kell tossed and turned, haunted by the dreams that wouldn't leave him be. He missed Squash's dreams. At least those hadn't been so … intense.

      As if summoned, the dreamscape shifted to marshmallow clouds and gossamer columns. Squash sat on a throne of glass. She seemed surprised to see him.

      "Yo," Kell said. Nothing surprised him anymore.

      It took a moment for Her Squashness to recover. "I didn't think you were coming back."

      "I didn't think so either, but here we are."

      They both looked at each other awkwardly as the seconds ticked by.

      Squash looked away first. "You are right, you know."

      "Probably," Kell said. "About what?"

      "The … Lich King is not evil."

      "And you are not good."

      Squash sighed, looking troubled. "No. Not as mortals want to understand it."

      "Then stop this!" Kell waved his arm around. "All of this. Just, I don't know, let me try something."

      "What?"

      "I am still working on that bit. But give me a chance to find out." Kells stepped forward. "Give me the chance you never gave the others."

      Squash finally looked back at him. Her white kaleidoscope eyes were unreadable. She inclined her head slightly. "What else can I do? I cannot stop you anyway."

      "Maybe. Maybe not. But you can still make things worse. You're part of the balance too, aren't you."

      Kell didn't mean it as a question, and Her Squashness didn't answer. She looked down at him from her fragile throne, frown pulling at her bloodlessly pale cheeks.

      "You … don't plan on killing him, do you?"

      "Nah."

      A look of relief passed over Squash's face, so quick and fleeting Kell might have just imagined it.

      "Then what will you do, Chosen?"

      "Dunno yet. I'll figure it out when it happens, I guess. Still holding out for a magic sword, but I'm not too hopeful about that."

      "He won't listen to you. Not like I have."

      "You never listened to me."

      Squash laughed awkwardly. "Ah, well. Good luck, I suppose. I am not sorry for what I did. But if your way should work … I will not be sorry for that either."

      Kell nodded and the dream began to fade. It was the best he could hope for from her, really. Better than he had hoped for. She might not be on his side per se, but if he could figure everything out, then at least she'd be on board with it. He wasn't sure why, but he knew that was important. Because of the balance maybe, or because deep down, the stars really did need her.

      In the fading swirl of dreamy white clouds, Kell saw that girl with fair hair standing at an altar as chaos reigned around her. Her eyes never left the heavens, so pure and pale that only light reflected in them.

      Maybe she was one of the things the stars loved.

      Kell opened his eyes, blinking blearily at the quiet clearing. The fire had dulled to glowing embers, and the swamp outside was pitch black. He couldn't have been asleep more than a few hours. Kell groaned and rubbed his face. If this kept up, he was going to have bags under his eyes so deep he could start carrying things in them.

      Kell lay wake for a few minutes, matching his breathing to Ansel's, trying to calm his mind—

      Was Squash mortal once, and the stars made her a god?

      —and slow his thoughts—

      Then that means the Lick King is the same.

      —and relax his body—

      But why did the stars make them gods?

      —and fuck this. Kell sat up, gently disentangling Ansel's arms from his waist.

      Why? Is it because of the bridge thing? They said they can't give their power directly or something. But the chosen were supposed to be the solution to that. Why make gods? And what's the deal with all the fire and starfall business? Unless …

      "You said you needed a bridge," Kell whispered, looking up at the darkness above. He couldn't see the stars, but he knew they were there, beyond the twisted branches and murky clouds. "What happens if there isn't one?"

      There was no reply.

      "What happens?" Kell whispered between gritted teeth. "The magic isn't lost, is it? It's uncontrollable."

      Kell waited for an answer but none came.

      "The magic isn't lost," he repeated. "Everything else is."

      Silence had never been so loud before, or so guilty.

      "What did you do? How can I fix this if you won't tell me? I think I understand what you need, but I don't know. You're the ones who messed everything up in the first place, aren't you? Aren't you? All this chosen business, all this balance nonsense, it's because you tried to plug a toaster into the sun and didn't know what to do when everything caught fire."

      Kell glared at the dark, unreadable sky until his neck began to hurt. Grumbling, he pushed himself up. He didn't feel much like trying to sleep anymore. He picked his way carefully across the clearing, making sure not to wake the others. Nea had sprawled out even further, their arms all akimbo across the clearing, their feet comfortably resting on Fre's shoulder.

      Kell made it to the open edge of the clearing without tripping over anyone, though it was a near thing. From there, all he could see was inky blackness permeated with the smell of rot and despair. He turned his head left, where the darkness was colder and deeper.

      The Children's Swamp lay ahead.

      Kell leaned against a half-dead tree at the edge of the clearing, staring unseeingly into the night. He was tired, so tired, but sleep wasn't an option. He just wanted to get this over with.

      "If you tell me nothing else, just tell me this," he murmured, not bothering to look up. The stars could hear him wherever he was. "What really lies ahead for me?"

      "destiny"

      "Fuck you."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

          

          THE CHILDREN'S SWAMP IS NOT FOR KIDS

        

      

    

    
      Morning dawned, rolling bleak and sallow into the swamp. Kell barely noticed the change. He did notice the arms wrapping around his waist and the tingling feeling of magic washing over his body. Gentle lips pressed soft kisses into his hair, unassuming and undemanding.

      "It is going to be all right," Ansel murmured in his ear. "I believe in you."

      It helped; and it didn't.

      Kell allowed himself to be held as the minutes rolled by. The stars buzzed in the back of his mind, echoing Ansel's words, but their sentiment rang hollow in Kell's ears. Kell leaned into Ansel's embrace. A part of him wished they could stay like this. Untouched and untouchable in the liminal light of dawn. No need to go forward, no destiny to fulfill, no adventure waiting for him.

      A bigger part of him knew he'd never stand for that.

      "Stop canoodling and come eat something," Nea called.

      "We must prepare our strength for the trials ahead!" Fre added.

      "Also I think this fruit is about to go bad," Nea said. "I'm throwing it out if you don't want it."

      "Ugh." Kell rolled his head back to rest on Ansel's shoulder, looking at him upside down. "This is why I hate mornings."

      Ansel hummed, a funny smile on his face. "You do not have to force yourself if you do not think you are ready," he whispered low enough that only Kell could hear him.

      Kell shook his head. "Nah. I'm about ready for breakfast anyway."

      Ansel looked as though he was about to say more but pressed his lips together and nodded. They joined the others by the newly rekindled fire, passing around the last of Nea's pilfered fruit and Fre's never-ending supply of rat jerky.

      It didn't take long to eat and pack up camp, and soon they were exiting the shelter of the clearing and edging deeper in the swamp. Kell had no idea if they were going the right way. In the shallow light of day, the swamp looked the same in all directions. But everyone else seemed to agree on which way the Children's Swamp lay, and he wasn't about to argue.

      They walked in silence for about an hour. The swamp remained unchanged around them, twisted trees and unstable ground, murky and gross but decidedly unhaunted. Kell was just about to ask if everyone was sure, like, really sure they were going the right way when a cold chill ran down his spine.

      As one, the party stopped dead in their tracks. The sunlight, already clouded and weak, grew dimmer. A damp wind blew the stench of rot and waste in their faces. Murky mist curled around the edges of the trees, rising from the ground like the souls of the damned. Deep in the swamp ahead of them, the sound of a child's laughter echoed.

      "We're here," Nea said, the unimpressed tone of their voice just barely covering the tension behind it.

      "The Children's Swamp," Ansel whispered.

      "Our greatest challenge yet," Fre exclaimed.

      "This is it?" Kell asked.

      Three pairs of eyes turned to stare at him with various shades of exasperation, confusion, and disappointment.

      Kell scratched the back of his neck, looking around. Besides the added aura of maleficence, nothing had really changed. It was still a swamp, gross and squishy under his feet. "I kinda expected a more dramatic entrance, that's all. I mean, this is fine. The laughter is a nice touch. Very … scary." Kell had been on haunted hayrides scarier than this. "Not very lovable though. When do we get to see the ghosts?"

      Nea rolled their eyes. "This is just the entrance, munghead. The swamp children don't come this close to the sun."

      "What sun?" Kell asked.

      "You'll see when we get further in," Nea replied, wiggling their brows in a way that was both ominous and silly.

      "If no one comes out of here alive, how do you know this?"

      Nea shrugged, sharing a look with Ansel. "People just do. I don't know. Can we proceed to our doom now, or do you have any other questions?"

      Kell thought for a moment. "Nah, I'm good."

      A gust of wind blew through the raspy trees. It almost sounded like the swamp was sighing. There was something about it that hit Kell the wrong way, something he couldn't quite put his finger on, but the others had already started moving forward again, and he didn't feel like bringing it up now.

      The further they walked, the louder and steadier the sound of the wind became. It set Kell's teeth on edge in a way that no spooky child's laugh ever could, making him tense every time it grew quiet and jump every time it blew.

      It was infuriating. Kell knew disembodied laughter was supposed to be scary. This was just the fucking wind!

      He was afraid of a lot of things, more than he was willing to admit, but the wind was not one of them.

      Kell was so caught up in his own mind he didn't notice he'd stopped walking until Ansel turned back to look at him, face caught between worry and something else.

      "Kell?"

      "It's nothing," Kell said.

      Ansel looked unconvinced. Fre and Nea had turned around by now as well, and Kell was faced with three pairs of worried eyes.

      "It's nothing," Kell repeated. "It's dumb. The wind is just really fucking creepy, okay? I don't know why it's bothering me."

      The others looked up as the wind sighed around them, rising and falling rhythmically through the trees like a metronome that was just a little off balance. Nea cocked their head as they listened, the ragged tips of their long ears almost seeming to twitch in time with the ebb and flow of the wind.

      "It sounds like breathing," they said.

      "Breathing?" Fre scrunched her nose up, a confused but determined look on her face. "The swamp is breathing? Is it alive?" She paused. "Should I fight it?"

      Nea patted her arm but didn't comment.

      Ansel nodded, slowly. "It … does sound like breathing," he said. "Angry breathing? Ah, if that makes sense."

      "Oh." Kell sighed. The tension drained out of him, replaced by a kind of melancholic resentment. "Yeah, my bad."

      "What?" Nea squinted at him as if trying to discern whether to start judging him now or wait until later.

      "This is totally my fault," Kell explained. It always was.

      "You're afraid of breathing." Nea was definitely judging him now.

      "No." Kel frowned. "Yes. Technically? I mean … it's not the fear I would have chosen to try and run me out of a haunted swamp with, but I guess that's what you get when you leave children in charge of the decisions."

      "It is … a child's fear," Ansel said, slowly, each word weighted and heavy on his lips.

      Kell laughed awkwardly, running his hands through the mess of his hair as he nodded. He really needed to cut it, he noted absently. It was almost to his shoulders now. It must look awful.

      His father always hated when it got long.

      "You're afraid of breathing," Nea repeated, eyebrows practically lifting off their face.

      Kell shook his head wordlessly. He couldn't dredge up the words to correct Nea again. He could feel them slinking rebelliously in the back of his throat, but he couldn't get them to come out.

      It was better when he didn't talk back, anyway.

      "No." Ansel replied for him, voice unusually sharp. "Really, Muneathiel, you ought to know better. Is it not the elves who say one must always separate the idea of the thing from the thing itself?"

      "Breathing is an idea?" Fre asked. She was trying to follow along, she really was, but she'd never been very good at fighting existential problems. She looked as though she was trying to frown at her own mouth, her breathing overly regulated in the way it only got when a person started to think too hard about their own bodily functions and stopped letting their brain just work on its own.

      It was this, more even than Ansel's words or Nea's softening expression, that broke through the layers of memory clouding Kell's mind. He shook his head, swallowing back a bitter laugh. "Don't worry about it, Fre. Really."

      He smiled at her, a little shaky, but it was worth it for the reward of her responding smile, blinding in its fullness and trust.

      "I don't know anything about ideas," he continued, which was true. "But this … this is the sound of my father breathing." Kell swallowed. "The way he breathed when he was angry."

      Fre blinked, lips narrowing. "Should I fight it?"

      Kell snickered. "I don't think you can."

      "I can try," Fre countered, looking for all the world like she very much would.

      Kell was touched.

      He still shook his head. "Nah. As far as fears go, this really isn't so bad. I mean, it can't actually hurt us."

      It can't hurt me, he meant. Not anymore.

      He thought about what Ansel said, about the thing or the idea or whatever. He didn't really understand what that was about, but maybe he did. It had been a long time since Kell had been afraid of his father, but that didn't erase the old fears ingrained in his memories like well-worn treads on a hardwood floor. The Pavlovian response to heavy footsteps and angry voices, the learned reactions to keep his head down and tone light when his father sat alone in the room, breathing harsh and angry and sour with beer.

      A world and a lifetime ago, those things had all seemed so present, so real. So very important to his survival.

      Now his survival hinged on navigating a terribly designed swamp that didn't even have the decency of throwing proper monsters or puzzle trials at him. Sure it was better, but he still had numerous complaints.

      "I kinda expected the whole fear aspect of the swamp to be less existential and more life-threatening, to be honest," Kell added.

      "This way is better," Ansel said rather hurriedly.

      "Aren't you afraid of anything more interesting?" Nea asked, speaking over Ansel.

      "Just, you know, the usual," Kell said. "Failure, rejection, emotional honesty." He paused. "Giraffes."

      "Giraffes?"

      "Their necks are unnatural."

      Okay, so maybe it was at least partially his fault for the lack of proper monsters here. But he hadn't seen any yet that he could be scared of!

      "I don't know what you're talking about," Nea said, "and I don't want to."

      "That's probably for the best," Kell replied, eyeing the swamp wearily. Sure, he didn't like giraffes, but he didn't particularly want to see Fre fight one either. He was pretty sure they were an endangered species or something.

      Weren't these magical traps supposed to do the heavy lifting when it came to fear? Like, come up with something he could be afraid of! Stop putting all the pressure on him to come up with something decent to fear!

      He was terrible under pressure.

      Kell sighed, waving his hand through the air as if to dispel the sound of the wind and his own lingering memories. "Let's just … keep going. Maybe something more interesting will happen later?"

      It probably wouldn't, but he could always hope.

      He thought he saw Ansel rolling his eyes, but when he looked, Ansel's face was as pleasant and open as always, marred only by the slight downward cast of his mouth.

      How the hell this swamp managed to kill people was beyond him.

      He hadn't realized he'd said that aloud until Ansel replied, slowly, as though he were weighing each word before he said it. "From what I have read, the swamp does not take life with fear. It is the next stage which is far more treacherous."

      The next stage …

      The swamp is filled with the things you fear, to make you run, and the things you love, to make you stay.

      "Those who do not run …" Ansel trailed off, looking down.

      "Never leave," Nea said, a tone of finality in their voice.

      "And never make it through," Fre added.

      Kell thought for a minute. "If someone had made it through but was then killed by the Lick King, how would anyone know whether they had or hadn't made it? I mean—"

      "Goddess," Nea burst out, "why are you like this?"

      "I wasn't loved enough as a child," Kell replied absently. "I'm just saying that it's possible—"

      Nea threw their hands up and started walking away.

      "—others have made it," Kell kept going, trailing after them. Fre and Ansel fell into place behind them, adding their own voices, loud and soft respectively, to the growing argument about probability versus mythology. The sound of it rose and fell in waves across the swamp, drowning out the wind.

      It carried them through miles of monotonous swamp; around a cliff that clearly didn't match the local rock structures; through an empty, open hall filled with faceless elven couriers and too much finery; past a cozy but oddly deserted village; and through other little snippets and oddities of half-forgotten or long-buried fears that they collectively chose to ignore in favor of arguing with one another.

      They spent so long arguing over whether or not someone could have made it through the swamp that Kell forgot about bringing up the real question he'd meant to ask.

      Why would the horrible murder swamp haunted by the souls of horrible murder(ed?) people start off by trying to scare them away?

      It was fine though. He doubted there was a good answer, anyway.

      By the time the ground beneath their feet began to change from slushy waste to accursed cobblestone, Kell was fairly sure he'd won the argument. Nea, Fre, and quite possibly even Ansel might disagree, but he didn't care. He was feeling pretty good about himself again, confidently walking forward with purpose if not direction. Striding forward to destiny. Forging a path toward fate. Bushwacking a trail through—

      That's when he tripped over the uneven stone path and nearly fell flat on his face. He would have, if it hadn't been for both Ansel and Fre grabbing him by the arms and keeping him upright.

      Kell fucking hated cobblestones.

      He should probably have been a bit more embarrassed about how quickly his companions had caught him, but he was not one to put pride above a broken nose. Besides, that wasn't the issue here. The issue was …

      "What the hell is with this path?"

      Kell hadn't noticed how silent it was until he spoke. Even the wind had died down with their argument. Stillness hung in the air like fog heavy with potential. It felt like the swamp was holding its breath for them.

      The path before him was just that: a path. Which was more than they'd been following before. Any reassurance at having an actual path to follow was squashed by the obviously end-game aesthetic of it.

      A broken cobblestone path, winding through increasingly dense and twisted trees. A thin layer of mist, curling lazily at the edge of the path. The just-barely-there twist of a face or figure peeking out of the mist before fading again, too quick to see but too consistent to unsee.

      "We're here," Nea said.

      Kell squinted at them, then looked back at the ominous path.

      "Where?"

      "The Children's Swamp," Fre whispered, voice raw and low.

      "I thought we already—"

      "Not like this," Nea cut in.

      "This is where the orphanage was," Ansel murmured. "The Children's Forest in the lowest reaches of the Starwood elf's territory."

      "It's nothing but mist and death now," Nea continued. "Whatever you do, do not leave the path. Don't look beyond the trees. Don't talk to anyone who comes out. And don't let anything touch you."

      "How do you know this?" Kell asked.

      "Everyone knows this," Fre answered. "The Children's Swamp was poisoned by the Lich King himself, its twisted denizens pushed to prey on any foolish enough to enter." Fre paused. "Especially the chosen," she added almost sheepishly.

      "danger," the stars echoed in his head. "destiny"

      Not helpful, Kell thought back.

      "beware that which takes the form of what you miss the most," the stars elaborated. It still wasn't very helpful. "the child in the mist will take you where we cannot follow. you will be lost if you should fall."

      Kell swallowed reflexively. He forced himself to stand straighter, a smile stretching stiffly across his lips. "I'm sure it's not that bad," he said with a confidence he didn't feel. Staring determinedly ahead, he stepped onto the path, ducking under the overhanging branches of the trees that crowed the path.

      A chill ran down his spine. Kell resolutely ignored it the same way he resolutely ignored his fears and failings, and the way the thought that he might miss anything from his old life enough to be haunted by it scared him more than any swamp or bone king ever could.

      He didn't miss that life. Not in any way meaningful enough to hurt him.

      This couldn't hurt him either.

      Kell walked forward into the swamp.
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      Nothing happened.
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      Nothing continued to happen for the next hour.

      Which wasn't bad, per se. It was just really, really nerve wracking.

      Waiting for something to happen is so much worse than actually having it happen.

      At least if something happened he could laugh it off when it failed to do more than disappoint his already low expectations. But until something did happen, he could only worry that maybe when it did happen, it would actually exceed his expectations, finally be the thing that actually acted how this world was supposed to act, and maybe even threatened his life just a little bit and do more than just flail about looking dumb and talking big and—

      He wasn't worried.

      He just hated waiting.

      That was all.

      The moment the grass at the side of the path started to rustle in the most ominous and cliché way possible, he almost revised his opinion.

      Waiting might be bad, but at least it wasn't this predictable.

      Oh, no, Kell thought as the rustling intensified and Fre jumped in front of him, axe raised. What harmless woodland creatures dares attack us here?

      Clichéd consensus said either rabbit or squirrel, but he wouldn't put it past this swamp to throw out something weirder but equally harmless.

      Which, admittedly, didn't entirely rule out an actual attack by, say, Myste or Ashe.

      I hope it's a rabbit, he thought idly as rustling of the grass reached a crescendo. At least then we'd have dinner.

      The grasses burst apart as a white blur tumbled out onto the path. It was all fluffy fur and floppy ears, oversized paws scrambling for purchase on the cobblestones as its big, black eyes turned toward them.

      "Swamp child," Nea said, spitting the words like a curse.

      Fre raised her axe, muttering hesitantly under her breath.

      "If we are careful—" Ansel began to say.

      Kell didn't hear any of them. He didn't feel the protective hand that Ansel lay on his arm or notice the way Nea shifted to put themself between him and the path. He had eyes for one thing and one thing only, and it sat in front of him like eighteen years hadn't passed at all.

      "Poochie," he whispered. "Poochie!"

      Kell darted out from between Fre and Nea, throwing himself down on the hard stone path and scooping the puppy into his arms. She was just the way he remembered her, with the wet nose that tickled his throat, the happy tail that beat at his legs, and the silky, white fur he could pet for hours.

      "Kell!" Ansel yell-whispered, breaking Kell's attention away from his good girl.

      "What are you doing?" Nea yell-yelled, not bothering to lower their voice.

      "It's Poochie," Kell said, like that explained everything. Going by the looks of confused outrage (Nea), confused vigilance (Fre), and confused distress (Ansel) on the faces that looked down at him in unison, it didn't.

      "She's a good girl," he added.

      "That is the spirit of a tortured child," Nea said.

      "This is a good girl," Kell said. Poochie licked him.

      "Kell …" Ansel said, looking torn between immediate concern and reluctant amusement.

      Nea didn't look torn at all. "Stop touching it!"

      "Chosen," Fre began, speaking slowly, "I commend your bravery, but, perhaps, you should, not be doing that?"

      Kell scritched under Poochie's ears, considering it. "Nah."

      Ansel edged forward around Fre, careful not to step off the path. He stopped a foot or so away from Kell, looking down at him with an unreadable expression. Squaring his shoulders, Ansel crouched on the ground in front of them.

      Their eyes met over Poochie's fluffy head.

      "Kell," Ansel said, slowly and carefully, as though each word was wrought with great importance. "What exactly is a … that?"

      He gestured meekly at Poochie, keeping his hands noticeably close to his body.

      "Ah," Kell replied. "Um. So, like, are pets a thing in this world or …"

      Nea rolled their eyes. "That's not the question, munghead. It's small, it's cute, it's fluffy; it's obvious what it's supposed to be. The problem is with what it is."

      "It's a she, and she's adorable," Kell said, offended on Poochie's behalf. He looked down at her, comforting words crowding his tongue, ready to spill out in the baby-like babble he remembered her liking, when he paused. He could faintly see his hands through Poochie's body. Her fur, which had always been fluffy and white, was paler than he remembered. He ran a hand over her back. Her fur slipped through his fingers like smoke, insubstantially soft.

      Poochie stuck out her tongue and wagged her tail.

      "And also maybe some kind of ghostly creation," Kell conceded. "But I don't see why that matters."

      "It will matter," Nea ground out around clenched teeth, "when that thing drags you off the path and traps you in this hellish place for all eternity. Or weren't you paying attention?"

      "No, see, I got that," Kell said, holding up a hand. "But. Like. What if she didn't?"

      Fre frowned down at him. "And why would a swamp child not …"

      "Because she's a good girl," Kell crooned, lifting Poochie up under her front legs and holding her up. "Look at this face. Can't we keep her? Please?"

      "Keep?" Ansel muttered, eyeing Poochie warily.

      "Oh, no," Nea said. "No."

      "You intend to take a swamp child captive?" Fre asked, a veneer of awe creeping over her words.

      "Yes," Kell replied to all of them and none of them in particular. "I mean, for one, none of y'all even know for real how this swamp business works. Is this a hungry ghost or evil demon spirit?" Kell looked down at Poochie, then up at his companions. "Maybe. But right now it's Poochie, and I never got to have the childhood I was supposed to with her, so yes, I am fucking keeping this possibly haunted ghost dog, and I don't care what you say. She's … family. She's staying with me."

      "You're going to die a horrible death," Nea said.

      "Probably," Kell agreed, hugging Poochie to his chest and playing with her ears. "But she already did. Can't I just … have this? For now? Even if it is just a terrible trap meant to lead me to my untimely demise."

      Nea sighed, pinching the bridge of their nose between two scarred fingers. "So, let me get this straight. The only thing you miss enough to be worth baiting you with is some dumb animal that died, what? Decades ago? And you're seriously just letting this happen?"

      Kell covered Poochie's ears. "Don't talk about my baby like that."

      "I hate everything about this," Nea muttered.

      Normally Kell would have agreed, but Poochie was a firm if slightly weightless presence in his lap, and all he could think about were warm afternoons and coming home after school in third grade to play with her in the backyard. Until one day he came home and …

      "What happened to this one?" Ansel murmured, eyes filled with, if not understanding, at least patience.

      Kell shrugged. "Dunno, really. It was … a while ago. Mom said she fell down the stairs, but. Well." Kell smiled without humor, staring down at Poochie without really seeing her.

      He'd never doubted what his mother said, exactly. But even as a child he'd always remembered his father's temper and his threats. Poochie was the first and last pet they'd ever had, a fact that had always made him infinitely sad and infinitely grateful.

      "I don't know what you are," Kell whispered to Poochie. "Ghost, demon, child. But you're right. I did miss you. And I do love you. But be a good girl and don't make me chase you into some creepy mist, yeah? Stay here on the nice path with your daddy."

      Kell's voice had gone all high-pitched and gooey by the end of that. He heard Nea faux retching in the background but ignored them.

      Fre's shout-whispered, "So have we captured the swamp child, then?" was harder to ignore, as was Ansel's amused reply of, "It does appear that way, yes."

      "Ah," Fre said, a light tinge of confusion still coating her words. "That is good, then. This show of dominance should keep the rest at bay as we proceed through the swamp, though I must admit it is a bold plan."

      "Oh, hey," Kell exclaimed, pointing at Fre and snapping his fingers. "That's a great idea!"

      "Yes?" Fre said. "It was yours."

      Nea sighed, so deep and full-bodied Kell was surprised it didn't blow them off their feet. Then they proceeded to walk forward, stepping around Kell without so much as a word while pointedly refusing to make eye contact.

      Ansel, ever the peacekeeper, offered Kell a hand up. "If we truly are not sidetracked by any more swamp children, it will more than make up for this delay," he said to no one in particular. No one really had a response to that, but Ansel didn't seem to be expecting one.

      Fre kept her axe out as they started forward again, just in case.

      Of what, Kell still wasn't sure. He had yet to be convinced the swamp children were actually dangerous. Weird, creepy, yet another unsolved mystery he really didn't give as many fucks about as he probably should, sure. But, dangerous?

      Kell looked down at Poochie comfortably ensconced in his arms. She'd always liked being carried he remembered, and he didn't particularly want to put her down anyway. He wasn't entirely convinced she would just … vanish into mist or something if he did. Which was probably normal and maybe the better outcome, but. This was one thing from his old life he just didn't want to let go of yet now that he had it back.

      As if sensing his thoughts, Poochie squirmed around to look up at him, woofling softly. Kell cooed at her.

      Yeah, no. Whatever the fuck this was, it wasn't dangerous. Dumb, reckless, and incredibly bullheaded of him, maybe.

      But not dangerous.

      "—her?"

      He was so caught up in his thoughts (and Poochie) he didn't notice when Ansel started talking to him. Guiltily, Kell glanced at him. "Sorry. What?"

      Ansel had been walking next to him, albeit slightly further away than he usually did. A light frown graced his features, and he seemed to waver between answering or drifting further away.

      "Sorry," Kell blurted out before Ansel could decide. "I've been … I was distracted. Sorry."

      Ansel shook his head, frown smoothing out marginally. "No, please do not apologize," he murmured softly, words meant only for Kell's ears. "I know you have a lot on your mind, love. Do not worry about it. I … It was nothing, truly."

      Now it was Kell's turn to frown. "You're not worrying me. I mean, you are, but only if you don't tell me what you wanted to, because then I'll just worry about that instead. So really, the only reasonable thing is to just tell me."

      Ansel was smiling by the time Kell had stopped speaking. A small smile, one that barely creased his freckled cheeks, but a genuine smile nonetheless.

      "Ah," Ansel murmured, eyes twinkling with restrained mirth, "I see. Then I suppose I must inform you that I had merely been inquiring whether it would be all right to … uh …"

      "To what?"

      "Uh." It was hard to see with the dim lighting, but Ansel was definitely blushing.

      "Wh—"

      "CanIpether?"

      Kell blinked at him, waiting for the stars to work their magical translation ability on whatever Ansel had just said. Nothing happened. A moment passed in increasingly awkward silence before he broke it. "Yeah … no … What?"

      Ansel cleared his throat and looked down. "Can I, uh, pet her?"

      Up ahead, Nea muttered something that sounded suspiciously like "We do not pet the daeyonic ghost spawn," but neither of them paid it any mind.

      "There were animals in the Spires," Ansel rambled on, not meeting Kell's eyes. "But we were not allowed to keep them. I often wondered, ah …"

      Kell grinned and moved over until he was walking close enough to Ansel that their arms bumped. "Go on," he murmured, keeping his voice low even though he knew Nea would hear him regardless. "She's friendly."

      Nea snorted in disbelief, and even Ansel looked a bit apprehensive, but that didn't stop him from lifting his hand and laying it gently on Poochie's head. For a moment, nothing happened: Ansel held perfectly still, staring down at his own hand in fear and wonder as Fre and Nea not so subtly craned their necks back to watch.

      Then Poochie moved her head, butting it against Ansel's hand.

      "Oh," Ansel murmured as his hand glided through Poochie's silky, faintly translucent fur. "She's … oh."

      "Right?" Kell said.

      "Mungheads," Nea grumbled.

      "Muneathiel, Fre'ja, you have to try this," Ansel breathed out.

      "Are you kidding me?" Nea said at the same time Fre dropped back and asked, "Try what?"

      "She's so soft," Ansel said by way of answering.

      Fre hovered, clearly torn between caution and curiosity. Hesitancy and eagerness warred for dominance on her finely chiseled features, the conflict turning her blood-bright eyes dark. She looked between Ansel and Nea, clearly torn, before her eyes settled on Kell.

      "Is this … really safe, Chosen?" she asked.

      "Eh," Kell answered cheerfully enough. He pretended not to notice the way Ansel's eyes came this close to rolling. "What is safe, anyway?"

      Fre nodded in understanding, her features hardening into something worthy of a battle hymn. "You are right. I shall conquer this challenge as I have conquered all before it!"

      With a look of rigid determination, Fre squared her shoulders and brought her hand to Poochie's fur before Kell could get a word of protest in.

      It's not a challenge, he wanted to scream. But the ever-present tingle at the back of his neck held his tongue, a reminder that this, like everything else he'd been through, might just fucking be a challenge from the heavens.

      If it was, the stars offered no insight on whether or not he'd passed it.

      Not that he'd expected them to.

      "Oooh," Fre cooed, face softening into a look of pure joy. "Oh, my. Are all evil ghosts this soft?"

      "Poochie isn't evil," Kell muttered, pointedly not addressing the other part of the problem. "She's a good girl."

      Fre nodded as though that were a fitting answer and kept petting Poochie's head. They were barely making more than a pretense of walking now, with Ansel on one side of Kell and Fre half to the side and half in front, both of them with their hands bumping each other petting the small bundle in Kell's arm.

      "Spirits are influenced both by the state in which they were created and the state in which they reside," Fre murmured in the tone of someone recalling a long-gone lecture or half-forgotten text, forehead scrunched and lips pursed. "To not only capture a swamp child but to purify one so fast … our Chosen truly is the one!"

      Ansel made a noise of consideration even as Kell himself groaned. I didn’t do anything! As always! These things just happen to me! Why does no one else realize that?

      Then again, wasn't it exactly that which made him the chosen one?

      "Be that as it may," Nea said in a voice that heavily implied it might not, "even the chosenest chosen one can't purify the whole damned swamp on wishful thinking alone. We'd best make our way out of here as soon as possible. Spending the night would be … less than ideal."

      "Is spending the night on the Lick King's doormat really that much better?" Kell asked.

      "On a matter of principle, yes," Ansel replied, tone surprisingly steady.

      "Once you've gotten that far, it would be downright rude for him not to face you himself on an equal field of battle," Fre added. "Even the King of Bones must respect destiny."

      Kell snorted. Well, that made one of them.

      Kell briefly wondered what would happen if he tried to sneak into the Lick King's palace in the middle of the night and smother him with a pillow. On the one hand, it might just be unexpected enough to work. On the other hand, he couldn't be stealthy to save his life.

      Literally.

      On the third(?) hand, Kell didn't really approve of smothering anyone with a pillow, even if they were some over-the-top evil king of bones and whatnot. Not that the Lick King was. But.

      Ah, well. Destiny got me this far. Might as well see it through properly, I guess.

      "Alright," Kell said, trying his best to look authoritative while holding a fluffy armful of excitable ghost pup. "Let's get on it, then. How far to the edge of the swamp?"

      Turned out, no one actually knew. Even by the time they reached the edge of the swamp, no one was really sure how long it had taken them—it could have been twenty minutes or twenty hours for all Kell knew. The swamp had a kind of restless, endless quality to it that defied the senses.

      Fre had been more or less right about the other swamp children staying away, at least. Right because the swamp children did stay away; more or less because, well, Kell wasn't entirely convinced of the reasoning.

      (Not that he had any better explanation.)

      Without interruptions or distractions, the path just rolled on endlessly before them. There was something in the air, foggy and dank as it was, that was both heavy and weightless. No matter how far they walked or seemed to walk, one breath felt just like the next. One footfall was indistinguishable from the last. Fatigue neither built nor faded, remaining yet another steady monotone in the faded existence that was the swamp.

      By the time they emerged under the stars on the far side of the swamp, they were all in a bit of a daze. Even Poochie had fallen quiet, tail tucked under her as she curled up in Kell's arms.

      To say the swamp had been a disappointment might be an exaggeration, but honestly …

      Kell sighed, stretching his back as he gazed up at the stars, stark against the growing dark of the night sky. Well, was that your destiny?

      Was it?

      The stars didn't answer, but he'd grown used to their convenient silences by now. Often their silences said more than their words ever had.

      They weren't the only ones who didn't feel like talking, anyway. Everyone was unusually quiet as they set up camp for the night, moving around each other with a practiced ease that required no words.

      Fre found them a nice little alcove between a fallen tree and a boulder to set out their makeshift bedding with a fire built downwind from it. By unspoken agreement, they kept to the east side of the boulder, letting it block out the looming presence of the Lick King's palace, at least for one more night.

      Kell didn't know what to think about that, so he opted not to think anything at all for the moment.

      It had gotten him this far. He could only hope blind faith and dumb luck would continue to see him through.

      There was a little voice in the back of his mind, one he knew did not come from anywhere but himself, telling him it wouldn't. It never had. But listening to that voice required believing in something even more improbable than destiny—believing in himself—so he ignored it like he always did.

      It wasn't like he could use introspection to win a fight or anything, so what was the point of worrying?

      (Right?)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

          

          THE WORST AT CAMPING, AMONG OTHER THINGS

        

      

    

    
      Dinner was a surprisingly rowdy affair once everyone had settled in and Nea started trying to sneak rat jerky to Poochie. Then everyone was giving rat jerky to Poochie. It turned into an all-out bloodbath, a fight not only for Poochie's affection but also to get rid of as much of Fre's rat jerky as possible now that they'd found someone who actually liked eating it. Or was willing to pretend. It was a little hard to tell if Poochie actually ate the jerky or if it just … disappeared.

      And if none of them actually ate much of anything. Well, it could easily be passed off as part of the game, rather than, you know, nerves.

      "We better hope the Lick King also has a kitchen we can raid," Kell said once the last of the jerky was gone. He was only half joking. Planning their future meals on the generosity and robbability of their enemies didn't seem like the best idea, but, hey, why argue with what was working?

      "You'll have to let us know after you win," Fre said with so much confidence that Kell almost didn't catch the actual words.

      "Hmm?" Kell looked up from where he was letting Poochie lick his fingers. "Why can't you see for yourself when we're there?"

      "Oh?" Fre perked up, sitting straighter on the ground, legs flexing under her where they were crossed. "You mean to return immediately after your victory for us?"

      Kell frowned at her. After a moment of consideration, he transferred his frown to Nea.

      Nea sighed, muttering something indistinguishable under their breath. Louder, they intoned, "To battles near and far from home, the chosen always goes alone."

      Kell frowned harder at them.

      "The chosen goes alone," Ansel murmured quietly to his side. "It is … above all else, the one thing which cannot be changed. Not even by you, love. As long as there is a chosen in this world, only they will be allowed into the Lich King's palace. I am sorry. I thought you knew."

      Kell smiled gently at Ansel. "Ah, it's fine. I'm sure someone told me and I just forgot. Thanks, though."

      He ignored the way Nea glared at him. They weren't helpful and did not deserve his thanks.

      Then he took a moment to consider what Ansel said. And. Fuck.

      "How is that not cheating?" he complained.

      Nea shrugged. "The chosen showing up with their own army was considered cheating too. At least this way it's one-on-one, guaranteed."

      Fre nodded, far more enthusiastic than anyone had a right to be. "It is a true battle of destiny, Chosen! No interfering from either side is allowed, naturally."

      "Really?" Kell asked. "'Cause both sides been interfering plenty from where I'm standing."

      "Ah, well …" Fre scratched her chin. "No interfering once the true battle begins!"

      Does that apply to you? Kell asked the stars.

      "destiny," they said, because of course they did. "the chosen goes alone. we did not make these rules. we will neither break nor enforce them. we only light the path."

      The stars also weren't helpful and definitely did not deserve thanks either.

      Not that Kell expected otherwise, but they could have at least tried for some kind of pep talk. He slumped sideways into Ansel, gathering Poochie up into his arms. Ansel shifted, an arm and a wing coming to drape around Kell's shoulders, holding him safe and steady against his side.

      Kell was glad, in a way, that the others would be staying behind. If nothing else, at least they would be safe. It was fine. Everything was fine.

      And yet, no matter how many times he thought that to himself, something didn't seem right.

      Kell tried to shake the feeling or at least ignore it. He lifted Poochie up to face level, considering her gravely, before sighing deeply and theatrically.

      "You could have been a sword," he told her.

      "Oh, not this again," Nea grumbled.

      "I'm just saying," Kell said, raising Poochie a bit higher in emphasis, "that normally the hero gets some kind of magical Hail Mary item or weapon right before the big battle that ends up saving their life right at the most crucial moment! It's a thing! It's totally a thing!"

      Fre was nodding along vaguely, looking as though she agreed with him but didn't want to actually say so.

      Kell turned to Ansel. "It is a thing, and sure, I always thought it was a bit contrived when it happened in movies, but like it always happened. And here I am, and all I've got is the ghost of my childhood pet and/or a murdered child, and, well, that's really not the same now, is it?"

      Ansel patted his shoulder. "Of course not, love."

      Kell squinted at him. "Are you … patronizing me?"

      "Of course not, love."

      "…"

      "You are the one who wanted the ghost pet," Ansel pointed out, the slightest hint of a sly smile curving his lips. "Maybe you could have gotten something else if you had not taken her."

      "Oh, good. Put the incarnation of daeyonic evil back and go get something else," Nea urged.

      "No!" Kell hugged Poochie closer to his chest, turning so she was half hidden between his arms and Ansel's side.

      "It would be unwise to return to the swamp after dark," Fre said, frowning lightly. "We can go back tomorrow if you want."

      Kell snorted, shaking his head. "Nah, it's fine. I'd rather keep Poochie and go without."

      "Don't worry, Chosen. The Everstars guide you. The prophecies foretold you. Destiny awaits you. There is nothing you cannot accomplish!" Fre raised her fist in the air as she spoke, looking striking and heroic in the flickering firelight, all strong muscle and stronger determination.

      Not for the first time, Kell wondered why the chosen wasn't someone like her.

      "Yeah, I guess," he muttered. He didn't share her confidence, but … there was something alluring about believing.

      Did the Everstars guide him? Maybe, but mostly they just dithered about in his head.

      Had some prophecy foretold him? Could be. He'd never bothered to listen to any.

      Would destiny propel him? Eh. He still hadn't gotten a handle on what destiny even was.

      More importantly, could he do this? Could he actually follow through on the one thing (according to the stars) that he'd been brought to this world to do? And could he do it alone?

      Kell wasn't sure. He certainly couldn't have gotten this far alone. He didn't entirely believe he could make it any further, with or without aid. But knowing Fre believed in him was almost better than having to believe in himself. She had the enthusiasm for it, anyway. Enthusiasm he'd never managed to muster, especially not for himself.

      All of a sudden Kell felt exhausted. Stifling a yawn, he struggled to keep from falling further into Ansel's side.

      "Let's not talk about it anymore tonight," he said. "It's a problem for tomorrow's me. Tonight's me doesn't want to have to think about it anymore."

      Nea snorted. "Like any day's you ever does any thinking."

      "Hey. Tomorrow's me might. Don't you go counting him out yet."

      "Fucking goddess, I am not having this argument with you." Nea turned to look at Fre, their lips pulled down into a sharp, tight smile. "Fre'ja, will you sing us a battle poem?"

      Fre positively lit up. "Of course! Will you sing something in turn, then?"

      Nea smirked, eyes twinkling forebodingly in the fading light. "I'll sing the Moon Lover song if you'll sing The Ballad of Bloody Lips."

      Fre tripped over her words, sputtering out a nonanswer.

      "Muneathiel," Ansel admonished sharply. "Those are both highly inappropriate and extremely culturally insensitive."

      "Yes," Nea said in the kind of voice people used on small children and the infirm. "That's what makes them fun."

      Kell could feel the deep breath Ansel took in response to that. The way Ansel's following argument rumbled through his chest, the little motions his wings made in time with his words. The pauses he left for Nea to speak, still filled with the motion of his breaths, of his hands, of his head.

      He had no idea what the argument was about. Appropriate songs to sing before confronting destiny, maybe. Between the warmth of Poochie in his arms and the grounding, steady motion of Ansel next to him, Kell could barely keep his eyes open.

      He struggled against it in vain, if only because it sounded like the Moon Lover song was about a Moonwood elf who wanted to fuck the moon, and Kell was at least a little bit on Nea's side for that one.

      This is what you get for not sleeping properly last night. Kell began to drift off, neck bent too far back and cheek smushed against Ansel's shoulder. Or at all. Ever. Fuck it. If I survive this, I promise, I will be better.

      Kell wasn't sure what he meant by that. But as the voices of his friends—in turns loud, angry, smug, and full of laughter—lulled him to sleep, Kell knew he meant it.

      I promise, he vowed to no one and nothing in particular.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINETEEN

          

          THE FINAL CONFRONTATION

        

      

    

    
      Kell woke to a foreboding sense of wrongness. He lay still, eyes closed, trying to decide whether it was worth figuring out what was wrong or just going back to sleep. But the more he thought about going back to sleep, the wider awake he became. With a low groan, he opened his eyes.

      It was immediately obvious what was wrong.

      It was way too fucking early.

      The barest hint of predawn light kissed the horizon, lending a soft, purple glaze to the depth of the night1 sky. Stars twinkled above him, spread across a canvas of indigo and violet, the only source of light in a world caught between moonset and sunrise.

      It was at best no later than four in the morning.

      Ansel slept on quietly, wrapped around him like an octopus that had traded its tentacles for wings. Poochie had curled herself up by their feet, still and ephemeral in the moonlight. Fre snored softly at the edge of their camp, protecting them with her bulk if not her vigilance. Even Nea, eternal ray of morning sunshine, slumbered steadfastly on.

      Kell bit back a litany of swears, mindful of waking Ansel next to him.

      This, this, right here, is everything wrong with my life.

      He rubbed his eyes, hoping that if he applied enough pressure, if he pushed the darkness in his eyelids hard enough into his skull, it might go all the way into his brain and knock him out again.

      It didn't.

      It did give him the start of a headache though, so Kell stopped doing that, opting instead to stare morosely up at the ever-present, ever-distant stars.

      Fuck doing better. If all doing better got him was early nights and earlier-than-sin mornings, he was out. So out.

      Who needed sleep anyway?

      Not the chosen hero of prophecy and fortune, that was for sure.

      And certainly not him either.

      Fuck sleep. Fuck this, too, but fuck sleep in particular.

      Kell tried—he really tried—to lie there quietly. Contemplate life. Count sheep in time with Ansel's breathing. Relax.

      It lasted all of two minutes before he got too antsy to sit still anymore. Kell had never been very good at waiting for things. Why wait until a reasonable hour when he could just, you know, go bang on the Lick King's door now and wake him up too?

      If the Chosen One had to be up at four in the morning, then his Fated Enemy™ sure as hell would be too.

      Not like the Lick King was going to like him anyway, so why even bother trying to make a good impression?

      And if it gave him less time to worry think about how he honestly, truly, disastrously still did not have a plan …

      Well, Kell had all but perfected the art of avoiding problems by facing them head on.

      There was also a small but persistent part of him that knew what waiting meant. If he waited until the others were awake, he'd find an excuse to put this off. What could be done later could always be done, you know, later.

      He could use another day to prepare himself. They really needed supplies. Maybe they should find a good meal before taking on Allune's chronic nightmare fuel. He still didn't have a sword, magic or otherwise. He'd lost his trusty stick. He didn't know how to use even one of the five daggers he carried.

      … and on and on. If Kell waited, if he lingered, if he did anything other than rush brashly and dumbly into danger, well.

      It might all end up the same in the end. Since he'd never get anything done, heroic or otherwise.

      And maybe it would be fine that way. It wasn't like this was a pressing issue, except for the part where it was? No one had really told him what would happen if the stars, the magic, and the chosen just totally ran out. Kell wasn't sure if that was a good or bad sign.

      He just knew the stars vibrated louder in the back of his skull the closer they got to the Lick King's castle, radiating tension and hope and guilt. Urging him on with wordless urgency and confused visions of things he could only half remember and half understand.

      Just thinking about it made Kell's head spin. So he did what he did best. He stopped thinking about it at all and decided to act instead. With the kind of dexterity and finesse he wished he could exhibit when vertical, he managed to wriggle out of Ansel's tenacious grip without waking his sleeping boyfriend.

      That was the first victory.

      So far, so good.

      The next battle was getting dressed in the half dark without tripping over his own feet, falling on one of his friends (or the banked embers of the fire), and waking his still sleeping boyfriend. Someone (probably said boyfriend) had taken off his boots last night after he'd fallen asleep. Which was sweet, except now he didn't know where they were and had to shuffle awkwardly around, feeling about blindly until he came across them.

      Luckily, he found them tossed in the corner with the rest of their meager supplies. He rummaged through his own pack, ran his hand over the daggers at the bottom a dozen times, shoved the thought of bringing one with him out of his mind, then began to panic over what to wear.

      What does one wear to destiny? he thought, only a little bit hysterically.

      After cycling through the (limited) outfits he had with him, he settled on the one Nea had stolen for him. It seemed … fitting somehow. The white shirt caught and shimmered in the starlight, while the dark purple vest seemed to absorb the dark. He wasn't sure what color the pants he'd chosen were, but he hoped they didn't clash. It was warm, even this late (early?), so Kell left his cloak and jacket behind. They were both tangled up around Ansel anyway—the only blankets they had on the road—and he probably wouldn't have taken them even if it had been as cold as late January in Minnesota.

      There wasn't much he could do about his hair, not without a mirror, a brush, and at least another hour, but he did tie it back out of his face.

      Kell couldn't see himself in the dark, but he felt fairly confident that he looked good. Decent. Passable, at least.

      The Lick King might not like him, but it wouldn't be because he showed up to their meeting poorly dressed.

      He was ready to leave. All that was left was to. Actually leave.

      The hard part.

      Kell stood there a bit longer, not leaving. Watching as tendrils of light curled over the horizon as the first signs of dawn approached. Waiting for … something. A sign, maybe. A cue.

      A plan.

      A while passed. It could have been a minute, or five, or thirty. Kell never was very good at keeping track of time. It had never seemed to matter. He could have stood there forever if his leg hadn't started to cramp. He hopped around the camp, carefully shaking it out.

      "If that was a sign," he muttered lowly to the stars, "it was a lame one."

      They didn't reply, only swooped and swirled inside his head, dizzying and urgent.

      Kell sighed. "Guess this is it. Should have had a speech or something."

      He looked over the forms of his sleeping friends and pursed his lips. A speech … would not have gone well. He shuddered to think of Nea's reaction to it. Or worse, Fre's. No, it was better to leave without saying goodbye or waiting for the others to wish him luck.

      Goodbyes were too dangerous, and he didn't want luck. He just wanted to get this over with.

      "Okay," he said. "I'm going. To do this. I'll be back in time for breakfast! Hopefully with breakfast. Don't worry about me. I'll be fine."

      Kell knelt down next to where Ansel had tangled himself further in his cloak, clutching the fabric in his delicate grip. He was frowning lightly in his sleep. Kell brushed a finger along his mouth, trying to smooth out his frown, then leaned down and placed a soft, lingering kiss on Ansel's cheek.

      "I'll be fine," Kell murmured, more for himself than for Ansel. "I'll be back before you know it. I … I promise, yeah?"

      Kell forced himself to stand up and back away. Turn around. Slip out of their makeshift camp. Walk toward the Lick King's palace.

      Or toward where he thought he remembered the Lick King's palace being yesterday when there was actual light to see by. He could be going in the completely wrong direction for all he knew.

      Except he really couldn't. The stars wouldn't let him. It wouldn't matter if the Lick King lived in a castle or under a rock. It wouldn't matter if Kell went in the right direction or not. Destiny would make sure he arrived where it wanted him to be no matter what direction he went. That had been made abundantly clear.

      The hardest part wasn't finding the way forward.

      It was not looking back.

      "The chosen goes alone," he repeated to himself over and over again as though he needed to keep saying it to convince himself. "The chosen goes alo— Ahh!"

      Kell tripped over something, falling face first onto the rough ground. He managed to catch himself on his hands, minimizing both the damage and the noise of his fall, the latter of which he was honestly more worried about. He scrambled to his feet, cursing the early hour and poor lighting.

      Destiny should have more streetlights and some decent sidewalks was all he was saying. None of this back-road, beat-your-own-path nonsense.

      He took another step forward and almost fell again as his foot caught on something soft, fluffy, and a little insubstantial. Poochie crouched on the path before him, tail waving in the air as she twisted about under his feet.

      Kell narrowed his eyes at her. "You're supposed to be asleep," he whispered. "Go back to Ansel."

      Poochie rolled onto her back and cocked her head.

      Kell sighed. "Stay," he admonished as sternly as he could before stepping over her. Immediately she ran to press against the front of his legs as if she meant to trip him again. Or stop him from leaving at all.

      This continued for every step Kell took until he grew fed up with it and scooped Poochie up into his arms. "Fine," he hissed at her and stomped toward the Lick King's palace with her cradled against his chest. "Fine, you can come too. Not like you really count as a person. Maybe you can trip the Lick King for me. Now there's a plan. A terrible one, but we'll work on it. You'll help me out here, won't you girl? Yes you will, yes you will."

      Poochie yipped quietly in agreement or encouragement or maybe just because she liked being held. Kell didn't know. He didn't speak dog. He could only project his own emotions onto her. But she settled down easily in his arms, tail thumping softly against his chest in time with the beating of his heart. It made Kell feel a bit better about this whole thing in ways he couldn't quite place.

      If the stars had any objections to Kell's unplanned companion, they didn't voice them.

      They probably didn't consider Poochie a person either.

      Which, uh, rude.

      (Poochie was totally a person.)

      With no further interruptions or falls, they made good time through the half-wild not-swamp between the camp and the palace. Dead trees twisted up from the dry and barren land, thrust like bony hands toward the sky. Dark creatures roosted in their craggy branches, cawing and kreeing as Kell walked by.

      Very fitting. Very aesthetic.

      He kept expecting a flock of bats or crows or whatevers to take flight from one of the trees, preferably directly in his face. He was only mildly disappointed when it never happened.

      Eventually even the trees died out.

      Ahead the castle loomed, all sleek blackness against a dark-azure sky. Kell couldn't make out much detail other than tall, pointy, and Yep, that's a castle. What differentiated it from a "keep" he wasn't sure. Maybe the height? It was pretty tall. And pointy.

      … he really should have paid more attention in history class.

      "Please don't make me climb stairs again," he prayed under his breath, eyeing the castle's highest reaches with trepidation. "Anything but stairs."

      He was barely prepared to face the Lick King as it was. He'd be in no shape for it after even three flights of stairs. That just wouldn't be fair!

      The closer Kell got to the castle, the more off it appeared. It wasn't until he was about half a football field away that he understood why.

      The castle wasn't tall.

      It was floating.

      Or … not floating, exactly? There seemed to be some kind of support pillar holding it up, but the ratio of pillar to castle was so wide that at least some element of floatingness had to be involved.

      And all around the castle, two hundred feet wide, was a pit so deep and bottomless Kell couldn't even fathom how far down it went. From this pit rose the pillar, and on this pillar rested the castle, and over this pit a single, railless bridge extended, and really, that was just a little bit extra.

      Did the Lick King honestly need this kind of self-defense? Who in their right mind would attack him other than the chosen, and even that was iffy?

      As Kell edged toward the pit, Poochie clutched safely in his arms as he peered down into its depths, a snatch of song surfaced in his memory.

      

      So from the earth and grave

      He rose, consuming like the tide

      All before him in the mortal lands

      Who wept and fell and died

      

      Lute's voice echoed in his ears, a half-forgotten incident he'd shoved way, way to the back of his mind. Weren't songs supposed to be metaphorical?

      He remembered something Nea had said about the castle being protected by a moat of shade and bullshit.

      He wouldn't exactly call this a moat.

      More like a chasm into the unspeakable recesses of hell itself.

      Don't tell me he literally rose from the earth and brought his castle with him. Why? What is the point? I mean, aesthetics, sure, but that's so much work. What can he do up here that he can't from … down there?

      Kell kicked a pebble over the edge of the pit. It fell without ever making a sound.

      Wherever down there is. Okay, on second thought, maybe I don't blame the guy, but still.

      The bridge was a bit much. It had to be violating a half-dozen state and federal building codes at least.

      Kell stepped onto it, pleasantly surprised when it didn't sway or crumble under his weight.

      Huh. Come to think of it, did Allune even have local building codes? Were there zoning laws for how menacingly one could build a castle? Did some board ensure that terrifying bridges over the pits of hell could actually hold the weight of a person?

      Or did everyone leave that up to fate too?

      He should ask Ansel when he got back.

      If he got back.

      Now there was a sobering thought.

      Kell shoved it to the back of his mind where he kept all his bad thoughts and kept going. Now that he was on it, the bridge wasn't as bad as he'd feared. It was maybe two yards across, easily wide enough that even Kell felt like he wouldn't trip and fall over the edge at any moment. When Poochie started to get restless in his arms, he felt comfortable enough putting her down. She wasn't dumb, or at least not any dumber than him.

      She'd be fine.

      The sun remained barely more than an idea on the horizon as Kell crossed the bridge. Each step echoed strangely around him, dull, long, and haunting. The air around the castle was dead still and sharp as knives. Tension hummed and crackled in Kell's bones.

      The stars remained silent.

      Kell hoped that was a good sign.

      He hoped he was doing the right thing. They had pushed him here, brought him halfway across this land to an objective he still didn't know how to complete. This had to be the right choice. He had to be doing the right thing, following them, letting them lead him here. Letting them convince him to come alone. To come at all.

      In the back of his head, the stars buzzed reassuringly.

      Kell wished he trusted them more.

      He reached the end of the bridge before he knew it. He would have walked face first into the cold metal of the castle gates if Poochie hadn't yipped at him, breaking him out of his stupor. He stared at the ornate ironwork in front of him, not really seeing it.

      He couldn't bring himself to push it open.

      Poochie pressed against his leg, a solid and comforting point of contact that kept Kell from floating away completely with his thoughts. The gate was carved with skulls and clouds, stars and bones. Kell reached out a hand to trace the pattern of a constellation.

      "Please," he whispered. "Just give me something. I don't know what I'm doing."

      His fingers brushed the cold, strange metal.

      Everything went dark.

      Okay, not that dark. Only, like, a 4B kind of dark. A mottled, granite black rather than pure ink black. Kell could still see in that grainy way of old movies.

      He didn't actually appear to have moved. The scenery around all seemed to be in vaguely the right place.

      Dead trees? Sure, though they looked a bit more … freshly dead somehow.

      Shadowy mountains? Yep, right where they belonged, if slightly less-formed looking than Kell remembered.

      Looming castle in front of him?

      …

      Yeah, okay, that one was rather glaringly missing. As was the bridge under his feet and the gaping chasm under the bridge under his feet.

      As a plus, they had been replaced by reassuringly solid ground, so …

      Kell sighed. This was definitely another vision, and just like all the rest, it was immensely unhelpful.

      "Please get to the point," he told the air in front of him. "I don't have all day."

      (Technically, he did. But the stars didn't need to know that.)

      He waited. Nothing happened. Kell turned to leave.

      The sky fell in. The ground beneath his feet crumbled, falling away as though the very core of the earth itself had vanished. Kell braced himself for a plunge that never came. This vision didn't seem to require any falling, for him at least. That was … nice.

      A near-perfect circle of darkness formed under Kell's feet. He could feel the wind rushing up from it, carrying the smell of loam and rot, though not a single hair of his overgrown bangs stirred in it.

      Visions were weird like that.

      The wind grew louder and faster. Kell understood why when a thousand tons of metal and stone rushed to a stop in front of his face.

      Huh. So the Lick King had raised his castle above ground. For. Reasons?

      "Okay," Kell said, staring at the same gate he'd just left. "Not sure I needed to know this. But thanks?"

      From inside the gate, a series of crashes and bangs came. Not like a fight. More like … someone struggling to dig himself out of the debris that a two-hundred-foot-an-hour rise from the pits of hell (followed by a drop-dead stop) might inflict on anyone's living quarters.

      Swears were definitely involved, though muffled and in a strange accent. Kell had the feel they weren't in English, or Common, or whatever the normal language around here was.

      How he knew that, he wasn't sure, and he didn't feel like dwelling on it. The stars had never really been clear on what his powers were or why they'd given them to him.

      Kell pressed his ear against the gate. If he was going to be here for this (whatever this was), he might as well learn something new.

      "—how dare they treat me like this, treat us like this, just because they have the power—"

      Bang.

      "—will not even use it right! Call me a god, will you? Then I will show you the—"

      Crash.

      "—but I can see what needs to be done even if she cannot understand yet why it must—"

      Boom.

      The voice faded out, followed by more loud bangs.

      "Huh," Kell said, stepping back. "Still not sure I needed to know that."

      A silence followed, swift, dark, and unnatural. Caught in the moment between sleeping and wakefulness, between the vision and the real world, Kell thought he heard one last thing.

      "I swear on our ancestors, sister, I will save our world, with or without the help of the stars."

      But then he was blinking his eyes open, one hand poised above the coiled metal scrollwork that lined the Lick King's front gate, and he wasn't sure he'd heard anything at all. Kell looked down at Poochie, curled up and asleep with her head on his foot.

      "So that did happen, then," he said to her. She didn't wake up. Probably for the best, really. What was he thinking, bringing a small dog to a gunfight? Kell gently—very gently—shifted her off his foot, holding his breath as she shuffled around in agitation. He let out a long sigh when she settled down again, asleep and innocent on the doorstep of the Lick King's palace.

      "Stay here, girl. I wouldn't want anything to happen to you. Again."

      Kell hesitated, hovering over Poochie's sleeping form. He hated just leaving her, but he didn't want to go all the way back to camp. In the end, he settled on pulling the leather cord out of his hair and tying it in a bow around her neck.

      At least now if anyone came across her they'd know she wasn't a stray.

      "Maybe I should take you back to camp," Kell whispered to her. "Maybe I should take me back to camp. Maybe I shouldn't be here at all. But the stars keep telling me I should be, I have to be. And I'm sick of trying to second guess them. So I'm doing this. I don't know what's going to happen next. I don't have a plan, not really. I'm trying to tell myself that's alright. I've never needed one before. But if I don't come back … look after Ans for me, will you? That's a good girl."

      Kell stood up, absently dusting off his legs as he considered the gate.

      As he considered lots of things, really. The stars with their guilt and secrets and visions. Squash with her admonitions and quiet relief. The girl with the light hair, surrounded by fire. The Lick King in his high-reaching castle. The boy with the dark hair who lifted his hands to the sky.

      Kell thought he knew what it all meant.

      Almost.

      Maybe.

      If he knew anything at all.

      There was only one way to find out.

      Kell opened the gate and stepped inside.
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          THE REAL FINAL CONFRONTATION

        

      

    

    
      The gates swung open with a noticeable lack of creaking. They revealed an open courtyard full of trailing black vines and a definite penchant for covering every available surface in skull motifs. The Lick King was committed to his look. Kell would give him that.

      Kell stepped inside, waiting for the gates to slam shut ominously behind him. They didn't.

      That was fine too.

      There weren't any guards in sight, or anyone else for that matter. Kell supposed he should be relieved by that. He didn't want to have to fight his way to the Lick King, much less fight the big boss himself. But it would have been nice to ask someone for directions.

      This place was huge.

      Like, rich-person-with-too-much-money and tiny-dogs huge. And sprawling. The courtyard itself was easily the size of a hockey rink, and the castle settled around it like a lazy cat curling around its favorite toy. The main doors lay straight ahead of where Kell stood, but to either side multiple smaller doors cropped up, leading to the wings, turrets, and who-knows-whats of the castle.

      What if the Lick King wasn't expecting him?

      What if Kell had to go look for him? Fuck. He hadn't thought of that. It could take hours. His feet hurt just thinking about it.

      The final bosses he'd read about always just knew when their fated rival arrived to challenge them. Of course, their fated rival didn't usually show up at four in the morning.

      Eh. He could just wait.

      (He really couldn't.)

      Well, standing around wasn't going to help. He might as well check out the main hall. That's usually where epic showdowns took place, right?

      That or the highest tower.

      "Please don't be the tower," Kell muttered. "I've had a lifetime's worth of towers. The ground floor is plenty dramatic enough."

      Kell set off toward the main set of doors at a leisurely pace, stopping every now and then to admire a particularly artistic rendition of the human skeletal system on a plinth or column. He almost wished he'd brought the last of his sketching supplies with him.

      For all the bony decorations, he didn't see any actual bones. Ansel seemed to have been right, as usual. The Lick King really didn't command a creepy undead army like the name would suggest.

      Kell was still struggling to see what was so bad about the guy. Other than the whole kill-the-chosen thing, of course.

      Which was.

      Possibly justified?

      He was still working that out.

      The main doors were large, taller even than Fre, and intricately carved with more bones intertwined with beautiful but deadly looking flowers.

      When Kell pushed them open, they at least had the decency to creak.

      The main hall was just as big and ostentatious as Kell expected. The ceiling rose higher than the eye could trace, disappearing into the inky blackness above. Kell craned his head as he walked inside, trying to see how far up it went.

      "I've been expecting you."

      Kell jumped at the deep, sonorous voice that poured out of the dark. He nearly tripped, whipping his head down and around to see the Lick King right in front of him, decked in black and looking far too smug for comfort.

      Kell did what he always did when nervous. He blurted out the first thought that crossed his mind.

      "Running on a real skeleton crew here, eh?"

      The Lick King's face was shrouded in darkness and obscured by shadows, yet his expression still managed to sour.

      "Sorry," Kell said, rubbing his neck. "That was bad, even for me."

      "What are you doing?" The Lick King stared at him. At least, Kell assumed he was staring. Kell couldn't actually see his eyes.

      "Apologizing?"

      The Lick King sighed. "Of course."

      Kell was caught between apologizing again or running through every bone pun he could think of when the Lick King interrupted his thoughts.

      "Alastor warned me about you, Chosen One." The Lick King's voice was deep but empty, like a well that had long ago run dry. "Brave. Brash. Stupid."

      "That was a bit uncalled for …" Kell muttered. "Even if it is true."

      "You think you can save the world with a smile, don't you?" The Lick King stepped out of the shadows into the meager light of the stars. His face was gaunt, almost beyond the point of human, but traces of boyish vigor still clung to the inverted curve of his hollow cheeks. His armor was built like the castle itself, craggy and impossibly tall. The shoulder pads alone probably counted as a small building.

      He didn't wear a sword either.

      Kell wondered if it was because he didn't want to or because he didn't know how to use one either. Wisely, he refrained from asking.

      This was villain-monologue time. It would be rude for him to interrupt.

      "You think you're special, don't you?" The Lick King continued, stepping meancingly forward as he spoke.

      Not really, Kell thought but remained silent.

      "You are not special. The Ghost Queen did not select you for a reason. The stars do not shine just on you. Destiny did not lead you here."

      Kell found himself nodding along and forced himself to be still. Luckily, the Lick King didn't seem to notice.

      "You are not special," The Lick King repeated. "You are not chosen. The stars made their choice one thousand years ago, and you have nothing to do with it. All I am doing is fixing the mess they couldn't bother to see through.

      "You are not one of us. You have no part in this, and you never did. You don't belong here. You're not more than a parasite, a drain on this world's magic that it can ill afford to have, a pest that I shall soon exterminate."

      "Okay, so, rude," Kell responded.

      "I am not being rude," the Lick King said, cutting him off. "You are merely insignificant."

      "Rude." Kell folded his arms over his chest. "But plausible. Look, I get it. Sorta. You think the system is broken, and, well, it kinda fucking is. But your solution isn't fixing it either. You can't get rid of the chosen. The stars need them. Us. We're, like, the magical lightning rods for their power or something. I don't really get it either, but—"

      "Silence. I am no star-addled daeyon, ready to be taken in by your lies. Your path ends here, Chosen One. It always has."

      "No, you have to listen to me," Kell said, increasingly aware that the Lick King did not, in fact, have to at all. "Can't you see you're hurting people? The seasons, the magic … What you're doing isn't right."

      The Lick King advanced on him. Kell fell back.

      "I don't have to be right," the Lick King sneered, "as long as I am not wrong."

      In one great stride, the Lick King was in front of him. His hands, thin and bony, clasped the front of Kell's vest. Kell felt his feet leaving the ground but distantly, as though it was happening to someone else.

      "And between the two of us," the Lick King continued, "I am not wrong."

      Kell wondered vaguely where this fit into his plan.

      Oh, wait. I never had one. Heh-heh.

      "This world is unbalanced, it is true. But the unbalance only grows with your kind. The stars …" The Lick King's grip tightened on Kell's vest. "The stars made a mistake. The only way to bring the world back into balance is to bring it back to where it had been before it all went wrong. Before you came and ruined it."

      The worst part of it all, Kell thought, was that he got it. He got them both. Squash and the Lick King, in the end, both wanted the same thing. Peace. Power. Balance. And they both thought they could get it if only they got rid of the others standing in their way.

      A scale would always be balanced if it was broken.

      But at what cost?

      "You can't do this," Kell said, shaking his head. Panic was rising in his gut. This was all wrong. He was supposed to be winning. He was supposed to be right. The sun was supposed to be rising, bringing with it light and victory.

      So why was it only getting darker?

      "You … can't."

      "Oh, little Chosen One, I already have."

      The Lick King lifted him higher. The darkness grew, deep and solid and cold. Kell recognized its finality.

      "Wait. But destiny … and …"

      "There is no such thing as destiny."

      The Lick King thrust Kell into the space between the worlds. The Minnesota chill blended with the blooming sangria skies of an Alunnian dawn, sucking the warmth and color from the only world Kell wanted to belong to. The last thing Kell saw was the Lick King's face framed by stars and filled with the bitterness of resignation.

      And then nothing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

          BUT WE HAD A PLAN (REPRISE)

        

      

    

    
      Not this again. Kell tried to swallow back his growing panic. We already did this once, right? Right, stars?

      Stars?

      The darkness spooled out before him, a river of jet and cold. A river without sound or movement.

      A river without light.

      This wasn't like last time.

      Kell couldn't see the stars.

      The darkness dragged him forward toward the wrong end of finality. Kell struggled against the pull of it, the pull of a home he never wanted to go back to.

      "Wait," he shouted. "Stop! Stop it. This isn't right! This isn't fair. I don't belong there. Please, you promised! I did everything you said. Why …"

      Light emerged in the darkness, wavering and distant. For a second Kell thought the stars had answered him, shimmering coldly and cruelly in front of him.

      The light resolved into the glow of streetlights over the bridge on the edge of town, the one he used to love.

      Right now he hated it more than anything.

      "Why?" Kell sobbed. "Why? Why bring me this far if I'm not …"

      Around him the darkness shifted and coiled, a tunnel of emptiness void of magic or life, and oh. Kell saw it now. This wasn't like last time. Brought here by the stars, seeing everything from outside in. He was on the inside, in the portal of a dying star, being forced back the wrong way through, ripping the power away from it.

      This was how the magic died, one chosen at a time.

      The stars couldn't help him here.

      They never could.

      Then.

      "WHY?"

      He shouted at the fading star, struggling against the feeling of weightlessness. The bridge drew closer, beginning to coalesce into reality around him. Kell felt his knees touch something almost solid. The streetlights above him drowned out any stars.

      "Why?" he whispered.

      Kell slammed his hands into the half-there bridge beneath him. It gave under his fists, soft and spongy like freshly dug dirt. The asphalt wavered under his hands, at once grey concrete and black loam. A splinter ran down the center of it, slowly widening.

      Something touched Kell's hand, cold, creeping, and … finger-like?

      Kell didn't think. He grabbed onto it. Whatever it was, it didn't belong to his old not-home.

      "Take me back," he pleaded, digging his hands further into the bridge dirt. "I'll do anything. Just take me back."

      A hand, tiny and child-sized, slipped into his.

      And pulled.

      The worlds splintered.

      Kell toppled through the cracks.
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      The dark swallowed Kell as soon as he touched it, and it burned. His body felt like fire, light, beauty, and the first taste of oolong when it was too hot to drink. Everything hurt but in the right way. It felt like coming home, like finding the part of him that had been missing all these years, only that part was made of lava and wanted to kill him just a little bit.

      Flashes of green and amber rushed by, caught in his peripheral vision but gone as soon as he looked. This wasn't like the first time, falling into the warmth and wind and Squash's never-ending promises.

      No, this was fire and shadow, sound and fury, and need.

      He could hear the magic buzzing in the air and taste it like sulphur and electricity on his tongue. And the balance … At least the stars hadn't been lying about that. He could—not see, exactly—but feel it. The way the magic welcomed him, pouring into his body, soaking into his skin, hair, and bones until he ached with it.

      It was too much and not enough. It left him hard, dizzy, and panting, and all the while he fell faster in the dark.

      Whatever Allune's magic management program had been, it was utter shit. The balance was more janked than his nonexistent bank balance. The world below him was parched and gasping for magic. In the dark the magic responded, coiling deeper into his chest and sending red-iron roots into his heart. It told him secrets in a language he couldn't understand. The words passed through his mind, but the feelings stayed. Hurt. Loss. Betrayal. Abandonment.

      Anger.

      He seethed with centuries of pain and power, drowning in feelings he couldn't name any longer.

      It wanted a home. It wanted to go home.

      It wanted to stay.

      He understood it. He felt its pain and frustration, and he let it sink into his soul.

      He trusted it more than the goddess, the Lick King, or stars, even if he couldn't understand quite how it was separate from or connected to any of them.

      They had all lied to him in one way or another. This kind of power was incapable of lying. It existed, it burned, it felt, but it couldn't lie. Kell low-key loved it for that.

      Kell laughed, loud and unbound. Here he was, plummeting to his death in a metaphysical void, and he was making friends. His kindergarten teacher would be so proud, even if his new friend was more of an unbridled force of nature with emotions than an actual person.

      He giggled, feeling wired and borderline hysterical. He twisted so he was facing downwards—as far as his understanding of up or down allowed him, anyway. He still couldn't see anything—no ground or sky to measure his fall—and he couldn't decide if that was a positive or not. He thought the magic had tried to tell him where he was, but he couldn't understand more than base feelings from it.

      Still. He clenched his fist and felt power thrumming in his veins. Maybe he'd be able to stop his own descent before he broke all five thousand two hundred and eighty bones in his body.

      Or wait. Was that feet in a mile?

      That was definitely feet in a mile.

      There couldn't be more than three hundred bones in—
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      Someone was screaming.

      It took Kell longer than he would ever admit to realize it was him. Embarrassed, he stopped. In the deathly silence that followed, Kell took stock. He didn't feel dead, so that was a plus. He didn't feel particularly magical anymore, so that was … yet to be decided. There was a taste of raspberries in the back of his mouth and a strange numbness in his fingertips, but that could easily just be the trauma setting in.

      He also didn't feel like he was lying on the cold asphalt of the bridge; a definite positive. The ground under him seemed to be dirt, recently turned and full of rocks. Lots of rocks. There was a rock digging into his neck at a really painful angle.

      So … not the Lick King's castle, then.

      Right.

      He was just gonna go ahead and count that as a positive for now.

      Kell took a moment to count his blessings before he started cursing out his, his, his un-blessings.

      What the fuck? he yelled into the empty expanse of his own head. What the ever-living fuck was that?

      He was absolutely shocked when the stars actually answered. Less so by their answer.

      "destiny," they whispered in the back of his mind. Kell felt the magic tilt and surge around them, not in agreement but in acknowledgement.

      "Destiny?" A bitter chuckle escaped his lips. "So it was always my destiny to fail? Is that it?"

      "no"

      "Then what? You just wanted me to fail?"

      "we needed you to"

      Bile rose in Kell's throat, bitter and self-doubting.

      "so you could see. what you had to do. to not fail"

      And Kell almost understood that. He'd failed once. He now knew how not to fail once.

      Incredibly ineffective, as far as training went, but he … almost understood it.

      (He almost understood so many things.)

      "Is it about the magic?" he asked. "The portals? The chosen? The stars themselves? Is it about your little god children, the ones I'm pretty sure you made yourself? Shoddy work, in my opinion, but I get what you were going for. Is it them? What is it that I need to understand so I don't fail again?"

      "yes," the stars said, their presence already fading in his mind.

      "Oh, no, don't you fucking dare—"

      It was too late.

      They were gone again, leaving him alone with his thoughts. Even the feeling of magic faded, leaving an unnatural dryness in Kell's soul and an increasing numbness in his hands.

      He should … probably be more concerned about that.

      Later. After he dealt with a far more pressing concern he'd been putting off.

      Primarily: Where the fuck am I now?

      Reluctantly, Kell opened his eyes to … well, more darkness. But this darkness had texture, depth, and a certain amount of fug to it. Like an unfinished basement without proper lighting or ventilation, this darkness radiated neglect more than anything else. It was almost comforting.

      Kell pushed himself up into a sitting position, coming face-to-face with a small child.

      He may have screamed again.

      "Holy—" he choked out. "Who, what, where are you?"

      The child stared at him blankly. In retrospect, that was probably his own fault. But it sure looked hella creepy at the time.

      The child was small, maybe only five or six, with the kind of fluffy, chopped haircut that spoke more of negligence than fashion. A small section of hair was held back from their face with an oddly familiar leather cord tied off in a bow. Slim, pointed ears peaked out of their hair on either side of their head—a ghost elf, technically, though Kell had no idea what kind. Or to be honest, what age. Six for a human might be anything for an elf. Ghost elf. Whatever.

      Everything about them from their speckled skin to their ragged clothes was a translucent, glowing white. Except for their eyes. So black and wide, it was like they had no irises.

      A certain feeling of cold radiated off of them, but not cold like cold cold. More like … they lacked any kind of internal warmth, if that made sense.

      Kell wasn't sure whether he wanted to wrap them in a blanket and give them a lolly or run as far the other way as possible.

      The child cocked their head at Kell, blinking innocently.

      There was something familiar about them. Like a word stuck on the tip of his tongue, Kell could almost place why. The feeling of it settled him as much as it annoyed him.

      Kell wasn't sure what kind of powers this ghost kid was packing, other than looking sad and strangely huggable, but he hoped they were on his side. Or at least not on the Lick King's side. Or worse, Squash's side. She'd never let him hear the end of it if that was the case.

      "Okay," he said, easing himself up onto his knees to more comfortably face them. "Let's try that again. Who are you, where is this, and what … yeah, just what?"

      Little Ghostie looked if anything even more sad and huggable as they stared up at him with lonely eyes.

      "Also," Kell added before his courage ran out, "were you listening that whole time?"

      "Don't you remember me?" Little Ghostie asked, ignoring the far more important question at hand.

      "I'm not very bright," Kell said. "Give me a hint?"

      Little Ghostie looked away. "You said you wanted to stay here."

      Not an answer, Kell thought even as he said, "Yes. More than anything."

      Little Ghostie nodded as if that were the right answer. "I know what it's like. To want to stay even when you shouldn't."

      Still not an answer, Kell couldn't help but think. He didn't say anything.

      "You said we were family," Little Ghostie whispered.

      Kell froze. "Okay, and this is gonna sound really dumb when I say it, but are you my dog?"

      Little Ghostie nodded at him, slowly, solemnly, and yeah, okay, kind of floppy in that small-dog way. He could totally see it.

      Nea had been right, goddamnit, demonic ghost child and all.

      Oh, but Nea had been wrong too. The swamp children weren't the problem. They were just … children.

      Ancient, powerful, creepily adorable ghost children, but still.

      Children.

      "Oh, baby," Kell cooed, unconsciously slipping back into the voice he used with Poochie. "Aw, you did help with my plan! Who's a good girl?"

      Then, like the impulsive idiot he was, he reached out and petted the possibly demonic ghost child on the head.

      "I'm a good girl," Little Ghostie/Poochie(?) answered in a dead-serious monotone that would give Nea envy.

      "Right. Yes. You are, heh-heh …" Kell had every intention to move a Fre-approved distance away from the ghost child. But she was looking at him with such a sad expression, and Kell just. Couldn't do it. He compromised by taking his hand back and tucking it safely under his knees. "So, uh, you got a name? A real one? Also, on the whole where is this track … well, where is this?"

      "I don't remember my name. None of us do."

      "Well that's heartbreaking," Kell said, already coming to the conclusion that he was never letting this child out of his sight, like, ever. "What do you like to be called?"

      Ghost Poochie folded their tiny hands together in thought. "I like the name you gave me."

      "I mean, fair enough. But I'd feel a bit weird calling you, a nominally human being, by my dog's name."

      The ghost child stared at him, expression indicating that this was not at all their problem.

      "How about I call you Chó?" Kell asked. "It's one of the few words my mom taught me. It means dog."

      "Cha …" Chó repeated, only slightly mangling the pronunciation of their own (new) name. They smiled slowly as they repeated it a few times. "I like it."

      "Great!" Kell clapped his hands. "Also, I'm keeping you."

      "As a pet?"

      Kell hated how hopeful they sounded.

      "I was thinking more as the highly marketable mascot of our team."

      " … I don't know what that means."

      "See? You fit in already." Kell looked around. "Well, you would if I wasn't trapped in some endless pit and the others weren't off doing who-knows-what stupid things trying to rescue me. At least, I'd like to think they'd try to rescue me. Ansel would definitely think about it. Probably. Unless it's against the rules, then I—"

      "Not a pit."

      "—don't, wait, what?"

      "This is the Bone Lands. Where the dead things go to sleep. The bones, the memories, and all the little dying things. Like the stars. And the magic."

      "So that means …"

      "Yes." Chó nodded. "It is why I could follow you. Just barely."

      "This is the Lick King's basement?" Kell sat up taller, the beginning of an idea sparking.

      "… no." Chó frowned at him. "I don't think you were listening to me."

      "Sorry. I don't listen to anyone. Bad habit, I know." Kell patted them on the head again, hoping to take the sting out of his words. Did children understand sarcasm? He should ask someone.

      "Oh." Chó watched him carefully as if evaluating him. Then they scootched closer, placing their cold little hands on his shoulder and leaning up to speak directly into his ear. "This. Is. The. Bone. Lands."

      So that was a no on the sarcasm.

      He pushed Chó back a little so he could look at them. "Right. Got it. Bone Lands. Not a basement. Or a pit."

      It still looked an awful lot like a pit. Now that Kell's eyes had adjusted, he could see walls of black dirt rising in all directions. He wouldn't call this much of an anything land, to be honest. There was no land. Just dirt on all sides, gritty, musty, and full of awfully white and suspiciously bone-shaped rocks he had no interest in examining further.

      "Not a pit," Chó agreed. "A hole."

      "Right, a— wait. A what?"

      "A hole. You made it when you fell. Splat." Chó fisted their hands together, raising them up and bringing them down onto the ground with an exaggerated bursting motion.

      Kell gritted his teeth, biting back his first three responses to that. Child, remember?

      "Okay," he said. "What is above the hole?"

      "The Bone Lands. And the castle."

      "It's totally a basement," Kell muttered. Chó pretended not to hear him. "Alright, plan time. Now, I know I don't have the best history with plans, but hear me out on this one. See, first we get out of this hole."

      Chó nodded. "And then?"

      "That's it. That's the plan."

      Chó wrinkled their nose. "Are you sure?"

      "Never. Now, come on."

      Kell stood up with some difficulty. The ground under him was soft and loose, giving under his feet just a little too easily. And his hands were still weirdly numb, tingling with the aftershock of the raw magic that had coursed through him in search of its true home.

      He had no idea where it had actually gone, now that he thought of it.

      Some bridge he was.

      Kell pushed any concerns he had straight out the back of his mind. He had room for only one concern right now, and that was climbing up this actually rather gentle incline of dirt without totally ruining his nice white shirt.

      Aw, fuck, he thought, nearly at the top. There's a rip on the sleeve!

      He paused to poke his finger through it, sliding back down a few inches as he did.

      Right. Climbing.

      Kell pulled himself up and over the edge of the hole, straightening to stand up properly for the first time in what felt like forever. He stretched his hands toward the dark abyss above his head, wincing when he heard his spine pop. Damn. All this magical-portal hopping was wreaking hell on his lower back. He was getting too old for this hero business.

      "The Bone Lands," Chó said, appearing by his elbow without a sound. "And the castle."

      They pointed a single pale finger to the side.

      The land that rolled out before them was flat and largely unremarkable. Only a few dead trees and broken gravestones marred the otherwise empty plains. Very abandoned cemetery.

      Honestly, could use a few crows. Maybe a mausoleum or two. Something to break up the scenery. Something other than the abrupt and jagged hole in the ground where Chó was pointing.

      The kind of hole that indicated something had been here before but now was not.

      Something big. Like, a castle maybe.

      A pillar rose from the center of the hole, swollen and mounded at the bottom but ridiculously skinny as it disappeared into the darkness above. How the hell such a scarily cliché castle could balance on such a tiny support system, Kell would never know.

      The sparks of an idea in his mind blossomed, growing into a flame.

      It wasn't that he didn't know what to do (though he didn't).

      It was that he still didn't know why he had to do it (though maybe he did).

      He could see it, the way things were supposed to be. The magic couldn't sustain itself alone, the stars couldn't touch the land without burning it, and the chosen couldn't stay in their own world any longer. A mutually beneficial solution, a free pass to a new life for the low, low price of being a living conduit for forces beyond your understanding.

      But something had gone wrong.

      He didn't think it was the Lick King's fault. He didn't think it was Squash's fault either.

      He thought of the stars and the fire and the pair at the altar.

      No, the so-called gods of this land weren't the reason things went wrong. They were just another result of it. A symptom, not a cause.

      He still didn't understand the cause.

      All he could treat was the symptom.

      "What do you do if something is broken?" Kell asked Chó.

      "You fix it."

      "Good guess, but no." Kell felt a smile growing on his face and didn't even try to contain it. "You break it in another way and hope like hell it balances out."

      Chó tilted their head, mouth downturned. "I don't think that's right."

      "To quote a close personal friend of mind, 'I don't need to be right, as long as I am not wrong.'"

      "How do you know you're not wrong?"

      "Oh, I don't. That's what makes it fun."

      " … I don't understand."

      "That's fine," Kell said. "Neither do I. But I have an idea."

      "Idea of what?"

      "How to win. How to live. How to save the world, or just Allune, or maybe just myself. I don't know and I don't fucking care anymore. It's a terrible idea. I'm pretty sure it's unheroic, and I can't pull it off alone."

      "You're not alone."

      "No," Kell smiled at Chó. "I'm not. And I'm going to save the world with the one thing I've consistently been good at my whole life."

      "Talking?" Chó asked far too honestly for Kell to be mad about.

      "Climbing," Kell said. "Who said the world never needed saving from slightly uneven vertical surfaces?"

      (He had. Less than a month ago.)

      "Maybe there is no such thing as destiny," Kell continued. "Or maybe destiny is just what needs to be done by the only person willing and stupid enough to do it."

      "Is that you?"

      "We're about to find out. Race you to the top of the Lick King's basement!"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

          STORMING THE LICK KING'S BASEMENT

        

      

    

    
      Climbing up was easier said than done, if only because there was so much up.

      The castle's support column provided plenty of natural handholds. Lucky for Kell, this part of the castle seemed to follow the "bones and decay" decoration style of the rest of the basement level. Between the crumbling mortar, loose stonework, and copious amounts of (hopefully) decorative partial skeletons, the pillar was a climber's dream and an architect's nightmare.

      After the fifth time Kell had to shove his hand or foot into some poor skull's jaw, he stopped paying so much attention to the specifics of the climb and just focused on the motions.

      It was easy to fall into the rhythm of climbing. The mindless back and forth of hand-foot, hand-foot was soothing, easy enough that Kell barely had to think but just demanding enough that he didn't need to think of anything else. Just his hands and his feet and the way the ground dropped away below him, slowly but surely.

      He didn't look up as he climbed.

      It was hard to tell how much time passed. He never got tired, propelled forward by some heretofore undiscovered inner strength (or, more likely, a bit of lingering magic). The silence blanketed him, broken only by the sh-chlick of shifting stone and Chó asking if they were there yet.

      He'd given up on trying to explain the concept of a race to them by the third skull.

      When his outstretched hand met thin air before landing on a flat surface just above his head, Kell was genuinely surprised. He risked glancing up. The pillar ended abruptly at his hand, merging into the roughly square opening of what looked like an old trapdoor. The underside of the castle loomed all around, rough and cracked with wear.

      "Are we there now?" Chó asked.

      "Remarkably," Kell said, "yes."

      "Oh. Good."

      "Thank you for your enthusiasm," Kell grunted as he pulled himself over the edge.

      "You're welcome." Chó floated up behind him effortlessly and with more grace than any small child should possess.

      Kell lay on the floor, one hand dangling in the open air, the other safe on solid ground. He wasn't tired from the climbing so much as tired of the climbing. Lying here was nice. Restful. Kind of dusty.

      Kell sneezed. Twice.

      "Stars bless you," Chó said from right beside his ear.

      "They already did," Kell said, wiping his nose on his puffy white sleeve. "Kinda sucked, to be honest."

      Chó didn't have an answer to that. Kell saw that they'd already wandered off, drifting between piles of haphazardly stacked crates like a luminescent balloon. He sat up as they started to poke at a pile of rusty swords in the corner.

      "Hey, don't touch that!" Kell pushed himself to his feet and power-walked to Chó's side, lifting them up and away from the swords. "You'll hurt yourself."

      Chó blinked up at him with wide, liquid eyes, a blank look on their face. They looked like they were going to say something but didn't. Just settled down quietly in Kell's arms, curled up until they were almost as small as Poochie had been.

      They didn't weigh a thing.

      Kelly shifted Chó to his hip, holding them with one arm the way he had seen mom carry Grace when she'd been this little (if not this quiet) and looking around. The room was large, almost the size of a school gym, with an open door on the far side leading to a hallway also filled with boxes. Every inch of visible space was covered with … stuff. Next to the swords were stacks of great axes worn with age and time. Spears piled up on the floor underneath a rotting spear rack. Half a suit of armor, eerily similar to what the Lick King had been wearing, sagged against the wall next to a box of moth-eaten capes.

      This was totally a basement.

      Against the far wall Kell could just barely see the outline of steel bars behind a row of crates. A few chains hung from the ceiling, shackles at the end of them.

      So, maybe half-basement, half-dungeon?

      More like sixty-forty, really. Seventy-thirty, even.

      Out of curiosity—and lack of motivation to do anything else yet—Kell rummaged through the nearest open crate. It was full of leather-bound journals spotted with mold and filled with cramped, spiky handwriting. Kell flipped through a few of them, hoping to find something interesting. They all seemed to be inventory reports.

      Bo-ring.

      Shoved between the pages of the largest and moldiest one was a folded-up old map. Kell pocketed it without looking at it very closely on the principle that it might lead to treasure, and even if it didn't, well, Ansel would probably find it interesting anyway.

      Kell was contemplating the half suit of armor, wondering if it was worth trying on, when the sound of voices drifted down through the open door.

      It sounded like Dio.

      Kell turned toward the door.

      "Wait," Chó said. "Don't you want to … look around more?"

      "Kinda, but this might be important."

      "But …" Chó pointed to a particular pile of boxes leaning precariously against a larger pile of boxes. "Those might be important."

      Kell looked at the boxes. He looked at the rest of the room. He looked at Chó.

      "Is this some kind of ghost-intuition thing, or are you just saying that?"

      Chó muttered something too low and indistinct for him to hear.

      "What was that?"

      "Don't."

      "Don't what?"

      "Don't go out there. Don't confront him again. Don't leave me. Again. Come back with me. You can stay in the forest with my friends. They'll all like you. I promise."

      "Oh," Kell said, holding Chó tighter. "Trust me, I would love that. But I can't."

      "Why?"

      "That's a great question. I've been asking myself the same damn thing ever since I got here, and even I don't really know. But I think it's because it's the right thing to do, and more than that, because no one else is going to do it for me. I need this, and so does the world."

      Kell stopped to ruffle Chó's hair. "And, I think, so might you. I won't ask you to trust me, because I sure as hell don't trust myself, but just give this a chance. I think it might make things better for once."

      "I don't want you to leave again."

      "I won't. Not this time. I'm not playing by those rules anymore." Kell shifted Chó higher on his hip and started walking toward the open door. "When this is over though, I'd love to meet your friends. I think the rest of my friends would too."

      Kell paused, one foot on the threshold of the door. "That is, assuming I can find them. The plan kinda relies on that."

      "Find them?" Chó looked up at him, face passively judging. "But they're right here."

      "What—"

      "I don't believe you, deayon fiend!" Fre's voice echoed through the messy hallway, faint but unmistakable.

      "—oh."

      "I don't care if you believe me," Dio snapped, voice matching Fre's in volume before dropping down again. He kept talking, but Kell could no longer make out the words.

      "Oh good, they came! But wait. What happened to the whole no one else can come in but the chosen thing?"

      "No one else may come in but the chosen," Chó said. "That is true."

      "Is that so?" Kell asked as the sound of voices rose and fell around them in the hall.

      "Just because they came in doesn't mean it's not true," Chó said, shrugging.

      Kell snorted. "You're going to make an excellent cynic one day."

      "Really?" Chó looked pleased. Kell wasn't sure they knew what a cynic was.

      "Yeah," he said. "You just need a bit more training. Now hush. It's sneaking time."

      Chó placed both hands over their mouth and nodded, eyes set and serious. Kell wished he had a camera. Or a sketchbook and, like, twenty spare minutes.

      He did not have twenty spare minutes. Not if he wanted this plan to work.

      Clutching Chó close to his chest, Kell began ducking and weaving down the hallway with more enthusiasm than stealth. Dio's voice sounded far off, but there was no harm in being cautious.

      Also, Kell had wanted to be a secret agent since he was, like, ten, and this was the closest he was ever going to get to it. Sadly, it wasn't particularly feasible to dive roll between boxes with a child in his arms, however undead they might be, so Kell had to settle for the nervous-chicken method of quickly sticking his head out before shuttling between each highly defensible pile of wobbly wood crates. All the while, Dio's voice grew louder and more distinct until Kell could just make out each individual word without straining.

      "—time is at an end. The Lich King will restore Allune to its former glory, our people will be saved, I'll finally get to retire to the southern coast and live out a life of sun-soaked indolence, and none of you will be my problem anymore!" Dio sounded like he was winding down another monologue, coming off the high of actually getting to finish it without having someone (Kell) interrupt him.

      "You'll never win," Nea said, voice oddly subdued.

      "We already did." Dio stomped around as he talked. Kell could imagine the stroppy look on his face, half annoyance and half pride. "Can't you stop trying to be the hero long enough to see that you lost? You're failures, the lot of you. Now be good little failures and leave quietly before the Lich King makes me kill you. Or worse, Alastor does."

      "You may serve your god in good faith," Ansel mumbled. Kell had to creep closer to hear him clearly. "But why do you have to be such a … a … a jerk?"

      Yeah, babe. You tell him!

      "I might be a jerk," Dio said, not sounding the least bit offended, "but at least I'm a professional jerk."

      Kell stumbled upon the end of the hallway almost without noticing it, so caught up in the drama unfolding in the next room. If Chó hadn't tugged on his sleeve, he would have walked right into the thirty percent of real dungeon. Not that there was much dungeon-ing going on. The chains and bars seemed mainly just for show. Fre, Nea, and Ansel were all tied up with—Kell squinted—snakes?

      Bright-red snakes with funny-looking heads. They didn't appear to have fangs, just long, snakey tongues that darted rhythmically out.

      Ashe sure did know how to pick 'em.

      She and Myste were here too, standing silently behind Dio. Neither looked happy, but that was kind of par for the course with those two. They were dressed in matching black lace, Myste heavier on the black and Ashe heavier on the lace. Both had accessorized with bows too, though Ashe put hers on her thighs. It didn't look that comfortable.

      Around their necks, their dusk-turned pendants shone in the torchlight, pulsing with a power that Kell could almost feel, like the thrum of blood in his veins, so obvious and yet so intangible. Something was off about it: an arrhythmia to the beat, a corruption in the magic.

      Optimism told him it would sort itself out when this was over.

      Instinct told him it had nothing to do with the Lick King at all.

      Kell had always trusted his instincts.

      Kell crouched down in the shadow of the doorway before anyone could see him. He hoped. Ashe was glaring in his direction with an awful sour look on her face, but whether that look was directed at him in particular or life in general was hard to say.

      She hadn't said anything yet, so he felt safe enough to keep watching. The drama was all going down on the far side of the room next to a bigger, fancier door leading to what looked like stairs. Ashe and Myste seemed to be guarding it. Which made more sense than guarding the door to the basement, so Kell couldn't fault their defenses.

      Too much.

      Or their fashion taste. Damn, Dio might be a jerk, but he was one well-dressed jerk. The loose, low-v shirt tucked into the tight, high-waist pants, topped off with a long, black jacket, perfectly tailored to frame his wings and tail … He was the haute-couture wet dream of villainy, that was for sure.

      Kell could still fault a lot of other things though.

      Dio stood over Ansel, sneering down at him with weary disdain. Ansel, thank whatever heavens, looked fine. Like, okay fine, not just fine fine. His clothes were a bit worse for wear, dusty around the hem and torn a little at the sleeve, but he didn't look injured. None of them did.

      Nea did look a bit freaked out by the snakes, but that was reasonable enough.

      They all did seem unreasonably upset. Fre was sitting ramrod straight, so tense she could have been used as a battering ram. Nea was the opposite, small and tucked into themself. And Ansel …

      Ansel looked like he'd been crying.

      Why the long faces? It's not like someone died.

      Oh.

      Wait.

      He kind of did, didn't he?

      Kell was so busy trying to figure out whether or not this meant he got to throw himself a funeral that he missed Ansel's reply, though he could guess the gist of it.

      (Like, professional jerk? Really?)

      Dio smirked, but there was a ghost of sadness haunting his lips. "At least I get paid for it. What have you gotten?"

      Ansel remained silent after that.

      Kell almost revealed himself. Nobody picked on his boyfriend! Not when they could pick on him!

      But this had not been part of the plan, and Kell was still trying to figure out how to make it part of the plan because he really, honestly did have a plan this time. It just didn't cover this, and fuck, he was already messing up a plan he hadn't even started.

      Kell leaned further into the room, trying to catch Fre's eye. Or Nea's.

      Ashe made a strangled sound from across the room. She was looking right at him.

      Kell froze. Slowly, he raised a hand and waved at her.

      She did not wave back.

      Rude.

      "I thought your vendetta against the chosen was little more than a sapling's wish to be a tree," Nea said, addressing Dio but staring at nothing. "Or maybe that was just your incompetence."

      Dio inhaled audibly.

      "Lord Insidious is actually ten-percent less incompetent than the Lich King's last second in command," Myste interjected.

      "That's really not necessary," Dio said through gritted teeth.

      "You shouldn't be so modest, my lord," Myste said. She turned back to Nea. "It's part of why Duke Alastor can't replace him, you know."

      "I didn't," Nea drolled. Their voice was just a bit too flat and dead to be normal. "Such a shame. What a waste of talent."

      "Why are you doing this?" Dio asked. He almost sounded like he wanted to know. "None of the other chosen inspired this kind of loyalty, not even the ones who did learn how to fight. Why do you keep trying? When will you all accept your fate?"

      Well now, that sounded like an invitation. Kell sat Chó down on a box by the door and motioned for them to stay before slipping out of the shadows.

      "How about never?" he said. "Is never good for you?"

      The effect was as satisfying as it was surprising.

      "Chosen!"

      "Kell?"

      "You."

      Dio whipped around first, flames flaring out and then dying as his fashionably long jacket swirled around his thighs and his face shifted from snide to aghast to unconscious.

      (The unconscious was the surprising part.)

      Dio fell to his knees, eyes rolling shut as he slumped into an elegant, inky puddle. Ashe stood over him, holding a dented helmet in both hands and looking equal parts shocked and appalled.

      Silence filled the room as all eyes turned to Kell. Fre was practically vibrating out of her skin with excitement, and while Nea wasn't nearly as loud about it, they were watching Kell with a gleefully smug smile, like a cat that had just found out how to apply necromancy to canaries. Ansel's whole face was blank, like he couldn't believe what was happening. Ashe's face remained filled with shock, while Myste looked forever calm and unruffled.

      "Not gonna lie, but you're giving me kinda mixed messages," Kell told Ashe. "Like, whose side you're on?"

      Ashe stared at him, blinking slowly. "Side? Side? You walk in here like you didn't just fucking die, like you ain't just been sent back to that hell of a world we came from, and you come here asking what side I'm on?"

      Her New York accent grew thicker the louder she got and the faster she talked. Kell wasn't actually sure if she was stopping to breathe.

      "Side? I'm on the side that doesn't want to go back. Insidious said he could keep me safe, keep us safe, but I know the Lich King don't care none for us."

      Kell thought it was a Brooklyn accent. Or maybe Queens? What did he know? Not like he'd ever left Minnesota.

      "What side?" Ashe said. "I'm on the side that gets to stay here! I thought that was Insidious's side, but, fuck, I don't know. You came back. You came back. How did you come back?"

      "I haven't run out of lives yet?" Kell ventured.

      Ashe stomped her foot, eyes blazing and wings beating in the air. "Is this a game to you?"

      "Life is a game, and all the men and women merely players."

      "What?" Ashe wrinkled her nose in disgusted confusion.

      "Ugh," Myste said, sighing. "He said he doesn't know."

      "Hey—"

      "You …" Ansel mumbled, interrupting Kell's train of thought. "You … came back?"

      "Uh, yeah, I," Kell said, stumbling over his thoughts. Say something smooth, dammit. Say something cool. "I'd always come back for you."

      Nailed it.

      Ansel started crying.

      Fuck.

      "Wait, hey, hey, I came back. I'm here, it's fine, it's, please don't cry. I don't know how to handle crying." Kell turned to Ashe. "Could you, like, not with the snakes right now?"

      Ashe folded her arms and looked away. The snakes fell off as one, slithering away toward the dark corners of the room. A couple slid under Dio's prone form, hiding in the splayed curves of his jacket. A few others sought shelter in the shadows under Myste's voluminous skirts. The sound of their scales on the floor as they made a mass exodus sent shivers down Kell's spine.

      Maybe snakes weren't such a useless power after all.

      Nea patted Ansel on the shoulder, surprisingly gently. "I told you he wasn't worth crying over," they said.

      "Thank you," Kell told them, putting his hands together in mock prayer for lack of anything better to do with them.

      Fre crossed her arms. "H'rad's Prayer says there is no shame in crying for the lost." Fre frowned. "It doesn't say anything about crying for the unlost though."

      Ansel hid his head in his hands, cheeks flaming scarlet. He didn't seem to be crying anymore though.

      "Yes, yes, boo-hoo," Ashe snarled. "Let's all cry for the idiot hero. Oh, wait. He's perfectly fucking fine. Because he always is. How the fuck does this keep happening?"

      "Trust me," Kell said, putting as much emphasis on the words as he could. "If I knew, I would tell you."

      "It's destiny," Myste said as if she actually believed it.

      "You can't just, just—" Ashe spluttered for the right words. "Just come back for no reason."

      "She has a point," Nea said.

      "Oh, there was a reason," Kell said. "It's just a dumb one. Wait here."

      He trotted back to the shadowy doorway and picked Chó up. They wrapped their little legs around his torso as soon as he swung them up on his hip. He turned around and walked back out into the light.

      Five pairs of eyes stared at him with varying degrees of judgement. Even Ansel lowered his hands from his face to watch.

      "It's a bit of a long story, and I don't feel like getting into the weird parts with the magic and fuck all, but anyway, basically Chó saved me."

      "What the fuck is a cha?" Nea asked. "And why did you kidnap a child? A suspiciously dead-looking child? Kellie, what the fuck did you do?"

      "This is Chó." Kell hoisted them up higher and turned so they were facing the crowd. "Say hi, Chó!"

      "Hi, Chó."

      Kell narrowed his eyes at them. Chó stared blankly back.

      "I swear I don't know if you're doing that on purpose," he muttered. Is this what people feel like when they're talking to me?

      Yikes.

      Chó tucked their head in against his chest. "Can we go back to the forest yet?"

      "Uh …" Kell didn't know how to answer that. He didn't have to when Nea interrupted.

      "Yeah, so, you know none of us speak Starwood, right?"

      "I don't even know what that is," Kell said.

      "That … child. Is speaking Starwood Elven. I recognize the word for "forest," but that is it. Our dialects are just too far apart."

      Ansel nodded, looking down and tugging on his sleeve. "The language died out a thousand years ago … There are no living speakers of it left."

      His voice cracked a little on the word living.

      "Chosen …" Fre sounded unusually cautious as she eyed the display of decorative halberds on the wall nearest her. "Do you know what you are doing?"

      "That's a swamp child," Ashe said. "That's a, how … How did you get one of those to follow you? They're practically feral! Even Lord Insidious won't deal with them."

      Kell held Chó closer. "This is a good girl."

      "I am a good girl," Chó said.

      "Aw," Kell cooed, petting their head. "Yes you are."

      "Fascinating," Myste muttered. She seemed to be scribbling something down on a piece of paper. Kell wasn't really paying attention.

      "Will you adopt anything small and cute, no matter how likely it is to kill you?" Nea asked.

      "Yes."

      Nea rolled their eyes. "Then it's a good thing you are the gods' damned chosen one, or you'd have died a long time ago. Seriously, Kellie. Your survival instincts are worse than Ansel's!"

      "Well, of course," Kell said. "Ans is a reasonable person."

      "Kell …" Ansel breathed his name with fond and familiar exasperation. "You could also be a reasonable person if you tried."

      "Oh, well, maybe for you, babe."

      "First of all, gross," Nea said. "And secondly, what kind of reasonable person walks right back into the castle of a monster that just killed him with no plan, no backup, no weapons, and expects things to go differently this time?"

      "I'm glad you asked," Kell said. "Because this time, I have a plan."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

          

          A TERRIBLE PLAN, REALLY

        

      

    

    
      Kell's announcement was met with several raised eyebrows, one cough of disbelief, and a mildly encouraging look from Ansel.

      "Don't worry, Chosen." Fre beamed at him, all shining grace once more. "We'll follow you even if you don't have a plan!"

      "Okay, but, no," Kell said, raising his free hand in protest. "I do have a plan."

      "Try again, while admirable, is not a plan," Myste said. "It's also not advisable."

      Ashe crossed her arms and huffed in agreement.

      "Wow," Kell said. "You have, like, no faith in me."

      "We believe in you," Ansel said hurriedly. "It's just that, er …"

      "You have always walked a path of destiny," Fre said.

      "You don't really do plans," Nea translated.

      "I'm a changed man," Kell said, sticking his nose in the air and hefting Chó up higher on his hip. "I have responsibilities now."

      Kell heard Nea inhale, likely gearing up to say something terribly insulting.

      Ashe beat them to it. "Alright then, idiot hero. Let's hear it. What is your plan to defeat the Lich King?"

      "Okay, so I don't actually have a plan to defeat the Lick King—"

      "You what?"

      "Tch."

      "But …"

      "—because I don't think the Lick King needs to be defeated."

      "Allow me to reiterate," Nea said. "You what?!"

      "A bold claim, I know, but hear me out," Kell said, not making much of an effort to sound convincing. "The Lick King himself cannot alter the flow of magic in or out of Allune. All he can do is interfere with the chosen, the ones who carry the magic between the stars and the land. He's burning bridges Allune can't afford to lose. But that doesn't mean we need to fight him. Not when that seems like such a terrible idea. Let's be real now. No, all we need to do is take away his torch."

      Fre looked around the room, squinting at the lighted sconces on the walls. "You want us to … steal the torches."

      Kell sighed.

      "It's okay to admit you just don't have a plan," Nea said almost nicely.

      "Shut up." Kell rubbed the bridge of his nose with his free hand, trying to rally his thoughts into something that made sense. "Look, it's not about defeating the Lick King. It's about getting him out of the way for long enough that the magic recovers past the point he can fuck it up again. If he's out of the picture, even just temporarily, then there'll be no reason to off the new chosen the minute they set foot on Allune. And there will be new chosen. The whole one chosen thing is a lie, by the way. The magic wants you to know that."

      Kell was acutely aware of how long he'd been talking. He started talking faster. "Anyway, that's why we're not going to fight the Lick King this time. We're going to fight his castle."

      "I'm sorry. What?" Nea stared at him, their nearly nonexistent eyebrows raised right up to their hairline.

      "Yeah," Ashe said. "Can we go back to the part where you said you want to fight a house?"

      "Castle," Kell corrected her. "It sounds more impressive if you say castle."

      Ashe's eye twitched. Myste placed a calming hand on her elbow.

      "How exactly does one … fight a castle?" Ansel asked. He was frowning, but it was more of a thinking frown than a disapproving frown.

      "I was sort of relying on Nea being able to blow stuff up. So, uh. Where's all your stuff?"

      "They took it," Nea said, jerking a thumb at the demon trio.

      "We took it," Myste confirmed.

      "Ah," Kell said. He waited a moment. "So. Can we have it back?"

      Ashe uncrossed her arms and tossed her braid over her shoulder. "I guess …"

      "Wow. Thanks."

      "Whatever. We're not, like, helping you, you know."

      "Of course not."

      "And this isn't because we believe in your dumb plan."

      "I never thought you did."

      "It's just that …"

      "Hmm?"

      Ashe rubbed her arm, looking at Myste and mumbling. "Things keep working for you. Maybe things will work out for us too. If we help you. Maybe we can stay. I know we're not chosen anymore, not really, but we aren't really anything else either. Despite what … Lord Insidious might say on the matter. He can't change that. You might be able to. Not to make us chosen again, but just to make us. Real people, I guess. Oh, whatever. It doesn't matter. Stop looking at me like that. I'm not doing this for you is the point. Got it? We're not helping you. So, like. Don't thank us in your big speech, okay?"

      "And don't forget about us when you finish here," Myste added somewhat more ominously. The look on her face spoke of secrets only half told. "There is still work to be done after this."

      "Your shit's in the first storeroom on the right, three doors down and up the stairs from here," Ashe said, nodding her head toward the hall. She bent down and picked Dio up with a grunt, slinging him over her shoulder with surprising ease.

      Were demons also hollow boned?

      Kell totally had to try lifting one some time.

      Maybe when they were over with the whole pretending-to-attack thing.

      (He also wanted a closer look at those pendants, which really should be higher on his list of priorities.)

      "Your aid in our final quest is most appreciated, daeyon warriors," Fre said, voice unusually somber.

      "We're. Not. Helping," Ashe hissed even as she stepped out of their way. Mist rose around her legs, spreading quickly to envelope her and Myste in a white shroud. As the mist began to disperse, taking the demon trio with it, the echoes of Ashe's voice could still be heard.

      "This is not us helping you!"

      "Well, that takes care of one of our three problems," Nea said.

      "Three?" Ansel looked around wearily. "Counting the Lich King, what else do we need to deal with?"

      "Oh, I don't know. Maybe the fact that your bidelight is still holding a creepy ghost child?"

      "Hey," Kell said. "They have a name."

      "We should first focus our energies on defeating the Lich King and his torches," Fre said, enthusiastic once more. "Let us gather our weapons and make haste to battle!"

      "I agree with at least half of that statement," Kell said. "Lead on!"

      Fre cheered, pumping her fist in the air as she charged through the doorway toward battle, or at least the storeroom Ashe had mentioned. Nea followed behind her, grumbling under their breath.

      Ansel hesitated, stalling until Kell was abreast him so they walked side by side through the hall.

      "I am glad you are unharmed," Ansel murmured, voice soft and eyes downcast.

      "Yeah, me too," Kell said. "Sorry about the whole, you know, almost-dying thing."

      Ansel almost smiled at that. "Sorry about the whole, you know, almost-letting-you-die thing."

      "It's what you were supposed to do."

      "Maybe what we are supposed to do is not what we are supposed to do, after all."

      "Aw, babe, rebellion looks good on you," Kell said. He immediately regretted it. He was not the kind of person who said things like that. And since when had he started calling Ansel babe?! Fuck. Maybe he didn't notice. That was … definitely a possibility. "Ah, ha, I mean—"

      Ansel leaned over and kissed him on the cheek before he could finish verbally embarrassing himself. "Being here looks good on you."

      Kell found Ansel's hand with his free one, linking their fingers together. A sense of numbness still lingered in his palm from where the magic had ripped through him, but just the press of Ansel's hand against his own soothed nerves he hadn't even realized were ruffled. The gentle clink of his worry beads on Ansel's wrist grounded him, perhaps more than it ever had when he'd worn them. He pressed their wrists together to feel the smooth stones of the bracelet rolling between them, the cold beads strange and tingling against his half-numb skin.

      "Heh, thanks. I think so too. I don't have any plans to leave."

      "Good." Ansel's gaze flicked across Kell's face, sliding down to linger on Chó. He tilted his head slightly toward them. "And the … them?"

      "Chó," Kell said, smiling down at them. They blinked innocuously back up to him. "Please don't ask me what I'm doing with them. I have no fucking clue. I mean, it's just like, look at them. Look at this face!"

      Kell hoisted Chó up higher so they could stare blankly at Ansel instead of him.

      "How could you say no to this face?" he asked.

      Ansel tensed, not quite enough to be considered a flinch but enough to be noticeable. His eyes were soft though as he studied Chó.

      "I … see what you mean," he murmured. "Regardless of what else they may be, they truly are just a child."

      Ansel sighed and shook his head, but his lips were curved upward. "You have such a kind heart, love. I am ever amazed by your positivity."

      "Now you're just talking nonsense."

      "Am I?" Ansel's smile grew, taking on a teasing edge. "You may claim to be a cynic all you like, yet you never fail to walk a path of light and hope. You always see the best in people. How else is it that you keep turning those thought to be our enemies into our allies? How else is it that you always find peaceable solutions to violent problems? You are an inspiration, Kell, whether you want to be one or not."

      Kell scrabbled for an answer to that. He'd never done anything inspiring in his life. His ideas were, in a word, terrible, and he would never pretend otherwise. The best he could come up with was, "Blowing things up isn't peaceable."

      "It is when compared to killing."

      "I …" Kell floundered for a response. "I thought you were against the demons and whatnot?"

      "I was. It is what we were taught in the Spires. The daeyons are evil, the Dusk God betrayed us, and a chosen will one day fix the world. Lately I have wondered if only one of those things is true."

      "Maybe none of them are," Kell said. He was only half joking.

      "No," Ansel murmured, eyes half lidded and heavy with something Kell didn't dare put a name to right now. "I do not think so."

      "I, uh—"

      "Are you two mungheads coming or what?" Nea yelled from the open door of the storeroom, their fluffy head poking out like an angry dandelion.

      "Three," Fre shouted back from further in the room before either Kell or Ansel could answer.

      The angry dandelion turned toward her. "What?"

      "There's three mungheads now, not two," Fre explained earnestly. "Remember?"

      "No," Nea shot back. "There are two mungheads and one kidnapped ghost child."

      "I did not kidnap them!" Kell hissed.

      Nea poked their head out again to glare at him. "Well we only have your word for that, eh?"

      "I—" Kell stopped and looked down at Chó. "Fuck. Well, it's not my fault you can't understand them."

      Ansel was watching Chó, a contemplative look on his face. "Can they understand us?"

      "What?"

      "Chó. We cannot understand them, so it stands that they may not understand us either. Perhaps that is why they are so silent?"

      "They were always kinda silent. It's part of their creepy-but-cute aesthetic. But, uh …" Kell looked from Ansel to Chó. "Can you understand what the others say?"

      Chó shook their head. "I only understand you."

      Kell grimaced. Well, at least he knew the star's so-called gift went both ways.

      "Okay, well, this is not ideal," Kell said. "We'll, uh, figure something out later. I used to be pretty killer at charades. We'll make it work. But right now we have more important matters to deal with."

      "Like blowing shit up," Nea said, a cruel smirk lighting their face.

      "Like blowing shit up," Kell agreed, nodding solemnly.
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      "Are you sure this is going to work?" Ansel asked for perhaps the fifth time.

      "Absolutely not," Kell said for what felt like the hundredth time. "But we're doing it anyway. That's the definition of being a hero."

      "Think you got hero mixed up with idiot," Nea muttered.

      "I don't think either of you are right," Fre said, frowning lightly. "The definition of a hero is someone who does outstanding and noble deeds even in the face of great adversity."

      Nea turned to her, contention lining every angle of their face. Kell missed what they said next and most of the argument that followed. Chó tugged on his sleeve, whispering into his ear. "Why do only half of you have weapons?"

      "Because only half of us can be trusted with them," Kell answered. "Though, that reminds me. I should bring a dagger with me for the look of it."

      "I do not like this part of the plan," Ansel said.

      "What?" Kell looked at him, pouting. "It's like, my favorite part."

      "The part where you plan to go out there functionally unarmed and intentionally antagonize the greatest threat you have ever faced?"

      "I won't be unarmed."

      "Functionally unarmed," Ansel said. He was this close to rolling his eyes. Kell could feel it.

      "Come on, it's not like I'm planning on fighting."

      "No offense, but you are not very good at plans."

      "I could take Chó to keep an eye on me," Kell offered.

      "You are not bringing a child with you to battle."

      "Aw," Kell cooed. "You do care!"

      Ansel rubbed the bridge of his nose. His lips twitched, caught between a smile and a frown. "Leave the child with me. Or Fre. They can stay with the packs where they are safe."

      "As long as you're okay with that …"

      "Of course, love. Swamp child or not, it is only right to protect our children."

      The way Ansel said our children made Kell's mind go to funny places it had no right to be. He quickly looked over at Chó, afraid of what might show on his face. "Is that alright with you?"

      Chó stared blandly between him and Ansel. It took them a moment to realize they were being addressed. Chó tilted their head, face crinkling slightly in displeasure. "Is … what?"

      Kell ran the conversation through his mind quickly, and, yeah. Only hearing half of it would be confusing. Damn. No wonder Chó always looked so blank. Poor kid.

      He was about to summarise what they'd decided when Ansel stopped him, laying a hand gently on his shoulder.

      "I had a thought. May I … try something?"

      Kell shrugged and nodded, which seemed to be all the encouragement Ansel needed. Taking a half step forward, Ansel positioned himself so that he was facing Chó directly. With great care and deliberation, he brought both hands toward his chest, one fisted and the other palm out. The fisted one stayed at his chest while the palm-out hand made a sort of wooshy gesture in the air. Then Ansel put both hands together forming a box; one hand tapping the other wrist; a cheek tap; a … okay, Kell couldn't really follow that one; or that; or … the next several, to be honest; then ending with both hands back at his chest.

      Chó watched Ansel's movements carefully. When he was done, they formed a fist with one tiny hand and sort of thrust it toward him but kind of shakily.

      Ansel clapped his hands, eyes alight with wonder and triumph. "They said yes! Rather poorly by today's standards of common sign, but still well within the limits of interpretation. Sign language would have a much lower rate of purity deviation than spoken, it only stands to reason."

      "The really freaky part," Kell said, staring at Ansel's hands, "is that I understood all that. The signing bit, not whatever you said after. And I know that no matter what kind of magic the stars might wield, whatever so-called blessing they may have given me, I cannot speak sign—sign sign?—but I still understood it."

      "Such is the power of the Everstar's gift," Ansel said. His hands moved in time with his voice, elegantly spelling out what he was saying for Chó's benefit. Kell wasn't sure whether he should be watching Ansel's face or his hands. He tried to keep his eyes on Ansel's face, but he kept getting distracted by the motion of his long, delicate fingers. His signing was both fascinating to watch and a bit disconcerting, like having real-time captions that were being read aloud by a tiny announcer he couldn't actually hear.

      … Okay, so that didn't really make any sense, but Kell didn't know how to describe it better than that. The stars had downloaded a magic translator straight into his brain that defied any kind of sense. What did it really matter? Almost nothing the stars did made absolute sense anyway and never seemed to go quite right either. Kell was probably lucky that his own blessing from them had been something so innocuous.

      Because let's be real. He'd have roasted himself alive with his own fire breath by now otherwise. He could totally picture it too. All it would take is one sneeze and—

      Oh, wait. Ansel was still talking.

      He should really pay attention.

      "Of all the blessings I have heard of, of all the ones given to the chosen whose deeds made it into stories, yours is truly the most …"

      "Pedestrian?"

      "I was going to say useful. The ability to wield the elements or break mountains with your bare hands may sound great in a legend, but what would you really do with it?"

      "Look cool?"

      "You hardly need the star's blessing to do that," Ansel said, laughing, and, oh fuck, he genuinely meant it.

      "Besides," Nea added from right behind Kell, scaring the living daylights out of him, "you're a nosy munger who tries to panic talk his way out of everything. Of course the Everstars would make it so literally everyone has to listen to you. The fuckers."

      "Muneathiel …" Ansel admonished lightly. He didn't sound like he really disagreed though.

      Fre came over too, all their packs piled high on her back, and joined the conversation. Ansel quickly brought both her and Nea up to speed on Chó's ability to understand and speak sign. Neither of them questioned it, and they both began to use their hands to sign as they spoke, arguing between them who should have thought of it before.

      "Wait," Kell said. "You can all do that?"

      "Do what?" Fre asked.

      "Sign?"

      "Yes?"

      "You can't?" Nea asked, only half mocking. They seemed genuinely surprised.

      "Uh, no," Kell said. "Not many people can. Where I'm from, anyway."

      The three of them looked at each other, then back at him.

      "But how do you communicate with the unhearing?" Ansel asked.

      "Or talk after loud explosions?" Nea asked.

      "Or signal during silent hunts?" Fre asked.

      Kell steepled his hands together in consideration. After a second, he replied. "Really … badly."

      Nea snorted. "Figures. But didn't you ever notice me and Fre signing each other during battle?"

      What battle? Kell almost said.

      "It's how we work with such stellar coordination and precision!" Fre chimed in.

      "Ah," Kell said. "I hadn't noticed that."

      Nea narrowed their eyes at him but didn't comment.

      "Anyway," Kell continued, ignoring them. "We about ready?"

      "I don't know," Nea said. "Aren't you in charge?"

      Kell cringed. "Oh, right. I guess? Let me just grab a dagger and get Chó settled."

      Fre very helpfully knelt down so Kell could reach the packs on her back. He rummaged around until he found his, pulling out a dagger for himself. After attempting unsuccessfully to strap it to his leg with his belt (it kept falling down), he shoved it unceremoniously down the back of his pants. Turning his attention back to the packs, he started rearranging things, moving this and that around, piling some things up and squishing others down, until there was a hollow space right in the middle of the largest bag. Then he picked Chó up and plopped them right inside it. They fit perfectly, their little body curling up into a ball to fill the small space, their tousled head just barely sticking out over the top.

      Kell patted them on the head as he stood back, lightly tucking the front flap behind them.

      "I said stay with the packs," Ansel muttered. "Not … Oh, never mind. Is this all right?"

      He directed that last comment to Chó. They nodded solemnly back at him, settling down deeper into the pack until only the top of their head could be seen, their wide, blank eyes peeking out above the rim.

      Fre had a complicated look on her face throughout the whole exchange though she remained in place without comment. Kell frowned. They … had asked her if toting around the cursed ghost child was okay with her, right?

      Oops.

      "Ah, Fre, this …" Kell met Fre's eyes, feeling a little guilty. Fre's expression cleared, a small but sincere smile breaking out over the angular planes of her face.

      "Do not worry, Chosen. I will guard this child well! No harm shall befall them under my care. You have my word as a hero!"

      "Heh. Thanks." Kell, despite his innate protective instincts, hadn't been that worried about Chó's well-being, but it was nice to hear all the same. "Then I guess this is it. You all know what to do?"

      "Yes!" Fre shot to her feet, striking a true heroic pose. It was almost inspiring.

      "Unfortunately." Nea already had a potion bottle out, idly dipping it between their hands.

      "More or less …" Ansel nodded, reluctant determination written across his face.

      From the pack on Fre's back, Chó flashed the most unenthusiastic thumbs-up Kell had ever seen.

      Kell surveyed his troops, something funny building in his chest. It could be pride, or hope, or his stomach finally catching up to being flung between worlds twice today and starting to protest. Or it could be the magic still singing in his bones, affecting him in ways he still couldn't quite figure out. Ways that he had never noticed the first time he came through.

      He wanted to ask the stars about that, but at the same time he didn't care for their answer.

      He had all the answers he needed right in front of him. He always had.

      It wasn't about winning or losing. It wasn't even about balance and power. It was about protecting this, right here, with everything he had.

      It was about doing what was needed, not what was "right."

      And more than anything else, it was about goddamn time.

      "Then it's time to put my first—and hopefully last—real plan into action. Let's do this thing."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

          BRINGING DOWN THE HOUSE

        

      

    

    
      Kell peered into the main hall from the shadows of the antechamber. The Lick King sat alone in the center of the hall, slumped over on a throne of wicked black stone. Ansel's directions had been spot-on, and Kell hadn't run into any other demons or guards, so Fre must have cleared them all out already.

      Either that or there weren't many to begin with. Judging by the state of the castle's dungeon-cum-basement, Kell wasn't about to discount that possibility.

      Kell lurked in the shadows for a few more minutes. Nea had said to give them about a "larkspan of time" to get everything in place but then had refused to expand on what the hell that actually meant when Kell asked. So Kell waited long enough that he got bored of watching the Lick King massage his temples and look generally miserable with the state of the world, and then he slipped out of the shadows into the hall.

      He stood there for another minute or so, waiting for the Lick King to notice him. After enough time had passed that he began to feel awkward, Kell cleared his throat.

      Nothing.

      Huh.

      He was not used to being ignored. Especially not by people who wanted to kill him.

      Kell cleared his throat again and stepped closer, raising his voice to address the Lick King. "Do you take constructive criticism?"

      The Lick King glanced at him and shook his head. "What could you—"

      The Lick King startled, stumbling upright and whipping around to face him. "You!"

      "I get that a lot," Kell said. "People often seem surprised to see me. Which is surprising in and of itself, if you think about it. I mean, I am the chosen one. I should be expected, like, by default."

      "I did expect you," the Lick King said, grinding his teeth. "I did not expect you back."

      "Well, to be honest, neither did I. Really, you should be more adaptable."

      "Adapt— how dare you," the Lick King seethed. "You have no idea what happened, what they did. You don't know how adaptable I've been."

      "Yeah, adaptable doesn't really count if you adapt in the wrong direction. Though kudos on your inventiveness. You went from, what? Seeking the stars' blessings to actively trying to destroy them? And all it took was becoming a god or something? Like, major shift. Not a good one, but I can respect the work that went into it."

      The Lick King did not respond immediately. He swung around, stomping around the back of his throne and emerging with a sword. It had a long, dark blade, jagged on the edges, and it gave off a vile aura. Definitely a final-boss kind of sword. Kell was slightly jealous.

      "Draw your sword," the Lick King growled, pointing his blade directly at Kell's heart.

      "Sure," Kell said, making a show of patting down his pockets. "Got a pencil I could borrow?"

      The Lick King's face was shadowed by his helmet and overall aesthetic, but Kell got the distinct impression that he was staring.

      "What are you doing," the Lick King asked. Said, really. He barely inflected it.

      "Would you believe me if I said I was distracting you?"

      The Lick King looked around. After a moment he seemed to relax, his stance loosening and his sword dipping toward the ground.

      "From what?" he asked, sneering. "There is nothing you or your friends can do that will change the outcome of this fight. I have nothing to fear from three simple mortals, and you … well, you don't even have a sword."

      "I don't need one. I never did."

      "Brave words for a failed chosen."

      "Are they?" Kell rocked back on his heels, crossing his arms behind his head. "You think you can win because you always have, but guess what? I've never won a full-on fight in my life. My pity rate has never been higher."

      "I … What?"

      "Exactly." The floor beneath Kell's feet began to shake as if the very foundation of the castle was swaying. "Ah, there we are."

      The Lick King stumbled but quickly regained his footing. He swung his sword back up, though he seemed unsure where to point it. "What in the name of the Everstars was that?"

      "That would be the thing I was distracting you from."

      The shaking continued, but didn't get much worse. The Lick King snorted. "And you think to defeat me with … what, exactly?"

      "I think …" Kell said, slowly walking forward. "I think I don't have to defeat you. I think this can still be solved without anyone needing to get hurt … or at least hurt too badly. I think it's time you realise you don't know everything. You think you can run the world because you're old and you've done it before. Well, things change. When was the last time you looked down at the people you claim to be helping and fucking listened to them?"

      "What—"

      Boom.

      The whole castle vibrated as explosions rang out from below. Dust and debris fell from the ceiling, raining down in curtains around them.

      Damn. When was the last time anyone cleaned around here?

      Typical evil-lord behavior. Willing to pay for minions but wouldn't shell out for house cleaning staff. Sad, really.

      "Look around you." Kell gestured at the empty hall, the crumbling walls, and the shaking throne. "Can't you see the harm you've done? Just because the stars hurt you first doesn't make what you're doing right. They aren't the bad guys, but neither are you."

      "I wouldn't be so sure of that," the Lick King growled, flipping his sword in his hand as he lunged forward.

      "Ah, shit," Kell cursed as he dodged to the side. The falling dust made it hard to see, and he nearly tripped over a pile of ceiling tiles. "Hey, you weren't supposed to attack me yet! I still had a bunch of cool lines I wanted to say …"

      "Unless you plan to talk me to death, start fighting."

      "That is not a realistic possibility," Kell shouted back, slipping haphazardly over the floor. This was all feeling rather nostalgic, actually. The fogginess, the shouting, the near-death experience. He'd already done this with Dio not that long ago. Sheesh. Was this what all final battles felt like?

      Kind of a letdown. He'd expected a bit more variety or at least a better soundtrack.

      A blade sliced through the air where he'd just been standing, jarring Kell out of his reverie and making him jump.

      Oh, right. Fighting. They were still doing that.

      Kell threw himself to the side, rolling away from the Lick King and his sword. Not as far away as he'd planned though. Damn, Bone Boy was fast.

      This … was not exactly going to plan.

      He couldn't actually die a second time, could he? He'd already had his one near-death experience! He'd filled that boss-fight requirement! This was the point where everything started going his way!

      "Fuck," Kell swore as he barely dodged another sword thrust. "You're not supposed to be doing that!"

      The Lick King loomed over his, sword poised and ready to strike. "I do not care for what you think I am supposed to do, you twice-damned Chosen One. Give your empty words to the stars and your hollow body to the grave."

      Those would have been good words to die to if Kell had been slightly more inclined to die.

      Or if Ansel had been at all inclined to let him.

      A blinding blaze of golden light cut between Kell and the Lick King, bringing with it the smell of burnt vanilla and the sound of frantic wings.

      "Kell!"

      Ansel's voice rang over the sound of falling debris, close by and very harried. A hand clamped around Kell's wrist just short of too tight. Kell blinked the golden afterimages out of his eyes, bringing Ansel's worried face into view.

      "What are you doing?" Ansel asked, voice high and wavering with worry.

      "Uh …"

      "This was not part of the plan."

      Kell chuckled, shifting on his feet. "I never was good at plans."

      "You were only supposed to keep an eye on things! And let Fre know if we had been compromised. And then make sure Nea did not get lost on their way out. Not … this!"

      "Would you believe me if I said I genuinely tried?"

      Ansel's face swam with worry and frustration. Sparks of something almost like anger stirred and died in his eyes. His fingers tightened around Kell's wrist.

      The Lick King made the unfortunate mistake of trying to attack again. A golden barrier of light, sound, and feeling pushed him back. Kell was vaguely aware of him trying to break it, but that didn't seem important right now.

      "I am …" Ansel muttered, voice breaking, " … not … losing you again. Please, Kell."

      Kell's breath caught in his chest. He couldn't speak for a minute, and when he could, he barely knew what to say.

      "I'm sorry."

      It wasn't enough, but it was all he had right now.

      Ansel shook his head. "I told you. I do not want you to be sorry. I only ever want you to be right in everything you do. Just …" Ansel took a deep breath and released it. "Must you antagonize people who have already killed you?"

      "But I got to say some really heroic things, Ans," Kell whined.

      Ansel shook his head again, slower this time. His lips were still thin, but the hint of a smile tugged at their edges. "Then I suppose there is nothing I can do but follow after and protect you as best I can."

      Kell twisted his wrist out of Ansel's grip so he could slot their fingers together instead. His free hand caressed Ansel's cheek, trying to smooth out the worry lines around his eyes. They shone like fire even amid the rubble and dust. Kell was drawn to them like a moth: a dull little thing wanting to be part of something beautiful.

      "I've never been good with plans," Kell joked, standing on his tiptoes to look into Ansel's eyes. "You might need to keep coming after me."

      "Always, love," Ansel breathed, relaxing toward him.

      When their lips met, the world moved.

      Literally.

      Kell almost fell over.

      Ansel caught him. It was very suave and only a little bit embarrassing. A second later Ansel jumped, nearly knocking Kell to the ground himself when the Lick King shattered whatever half-baked magic Ansel had been protecting them with.

      (He should ask about that later. Ansel kept doing an awful lot of magical saving for someone who insisted he couldn't do magic, really, I can't.)

      At least Kell hadn't been the only one who'd forgotten about Bone Boy or the rest of the, ya know, plan. He felt less embarrassed after that.

      The Lick King was shouting something about, like, interference or whatnot, but Kell didn't pay him any mind. Nothing he'd said had been all that interesting so far. Just like Squash, all he cared about was precedence and the way things were. It would take far longer than Kell had the patience for to wear him down to any semblance of common sense.

      Kell had sort of tried though, so that counted for something, even if the Lick King didn't seem appreciative of the fact. Not according to his current rant anyway.

      Kell wasn't worried about that now. His attention had already strayed elsewhere.

      From his precarious position hanging off Ansel's arm, half swung around and facing the antechamber, Kell could just make out Nea's slim form lurking in the shadows, watching and judging them.

      Kell waved.

      Nea shot him back a dirty look. It was hard to tell with the general dust and darkness of the place, but they looked like they'd recently been on fire. Their hair was still lightly smoking.

      "You okay?" Kell mouthed at them.

      Nea rolled their eyes and didn't answer, instead signing back, "You have three minutes until you die."

      They emphasized their message with what Kell assumed was not an actual sign sign, just a very enthusiastically mimed-out explosion followed by little finger sparkles.

      Kell flashed them a thumbs-up, mouthing back, "Don't worry. We got this."

      "I'm not worried about you," Nea signed. "But wingboy deserves better."

      Which, valid.

      With one last warning look, Nea turned tail and disappeared. Kell wondered briefly how much time three minutes was, exactly. It wasn't like he had a watch. Then he shrugged and turned his attention back to the fighting.

      Well, he said fighting, but it was really just Ansel standing awkwardly between him and the Lick King while Bone Boy went off about the audacity of chosen these days, coming into his house, disrespecting his rules, breaking his good china.

      Okay, the last one was a lie, but man, did the tone imply it.

      Time was running out, but Kell didn't feel rushed. He knew he should, but something inside of him was pushing back against the anxiety and the fear. There was an oddness to the air, a charge and crackle like the feeling of starlight in his lungs and the taste of ozone on his tongue. For a moment everything was still and slow. Kell blinked, and afterimages of light traced the backs of his eyelids. He could see different futures playing out, paths and choices leading to multiple outcomes.

      Some of them he won.

      Some of them he lost.

      Some of them, no one did. Kell liked those the best.

      But no matter the path, no matter the outcome, Kell knew with the bone-deep knowledge of the stars that every way forward was his destiny.

      (He still didn't think the stars understood what that meant.)

      Between one breath and the next, the moment broke. Like a bubble bursting, sound rushed back into his ears, the Lick King's droning voice replacing the hum of magic in his mind. Kell could almost have believed he'd imagined the whole thing if it weren't for the creeping feeling of numbness in his hands and the lightness in his bones.

      It was a feeling he was quickly getting used to.

      For better or worse. But then, that's everything, really.

      Kell leaned into Ansel's side, wrapping his arms more securely around Ansel's arm and putting his weight onto the balls of his feet so he could hang off it. He blinked coquettishly up at Ansel, or at least attempted to. Judging by Ansel's confused and slightly off-put expression, he didn't quite hit the look he'd been going for. Kell was undeterred.

      "I'm bored of fighting," Kell said brightly. "We should go fishing!"

      Ansel's eyes immediately widened, flicking between Kell and the Lick King. Kell could see the hesitancy in every line of Ansel's body: reluctance to fight, reluctance to harm, reluctance to believe he could do either.

      Kell waited and believed. He had a Plan B if Ansel didn't feel like blasting Bone Boy from here to fish heaven, but it would take longer, and three minutes was actually not all that much time, Kell was pretty sure.

      The Lick King did not look pleased at having been interrupted. He stepped forward, sword at the ready and a new complaint forming on his lips.

      Ansel met Kell's eyes.

      The hall exploded with golden heat.

      Bone Boy was thrown back a good ten yards, landing on the floor with a big oof and an even bigger clang. The sword flew out of his hand, skittering across the floor and under the throne. The Lick King struggled to right himself immediately, but the weight of his armor and the twisted folds of his cape weighed him down, pinning him to the floor with all the flailing grace of an upturned beetle but none of the charm.

      A litany of curses followed, impressively broad in both their scope and character.

      It was the opening Kell had (only just) decided he'd been waiting for.

      He threw himself forward after the Lick King, mentally bemoaning his magical boyfriend's magical strength. There was really no graceful way to sprint thirty feet without looking like a maniac about to miss their bus. Three feet was dashing; one hundred feet was running; thirty feet was just awkward, and Kell felt it every inch of the way.

      He skidded to a stop in front of the Lick King's armored boots, flailing a little as his forward momentum threatened to topple him right over onto his destination. He managed to not only keep his footing but also fumble his dagger out of his pants without either dropping it or cutting himself, which Kell felt quite proud of.

      The Lick King had stopped his muttered curses, looking up at Kell with a mixture of contempt and disbelief in his barely visible eyes. He'd stopped struggling against the weight of his armor, laying there with an air of angry resignation.

      "Do you plan to kill me?"

      Kell could hear the sneer in Bone Boy's voice.

      "No," Kell said, dropping to one knee by the Lick King's side. "Just put you in your place."

      "And where is that?"

      If Kell didn't know better—which, to be honest, he really didn't—he would have said that the Lick King genuinely wanted him to answer. Had been waiting for someone to answer.

      Kell didn't think he was that person.

      He'd never been that person.

      But he was the only one here.

      And he only had one answer.

      "Out of my fucking way," Kell said, darting forward to grab a handful of the Lick King's twisted cape. Before Bone Boy could react, Kell pulled, wrapping the folds of the cape tighter around the Lick King's tangled limbs. With the echo of something greater than himself still resonating in his heart and lending strength to his numb hands, Kell pinned the Lick King's cape to the floor, driving his dagger through the thick folds of fabric and straight into the stone below. Bone Boy froze, then began to struggle again, his movement even more restricted than before. It would take him way more than three minutes to get out of that. Like, at least five.

      The Lick King gaped up at him, confusion, realization, and what almost looked like grudging amusement warring on the shadowed planes of his face. Despite that, he still said, "You don't know what you're doing."

      "No," Kell agreed. "But at least I don't pretend to. You had your chance to make things better and you didn't. It's someone else's turn now, whether you like it or not."

      "I'll be back. You can't get rid of me."

      "Good. I don't want to."

      That seemed to confuse Bone Boy. Kell sighed, shaking his head and wondering how much of his three minutes were left. Probably not a lot. He pushed himself back to his feet, looking down at the struggling form of the Lick King.

      He was supposed to say something here, wasn't he?

      "Sorry about the cape," Kell blurted out. "I really liked it."

      Eh. Good enough.

      The floor beneath Kell's feet shook, perhaps in disagreement. He didn't blame it. He took a few shuddering steps back before turning around and running toward Ansel and the exit. Trying to run, anyway. It was rather difficult when the floor insisted on bucking and heaving beneath him.

      Rude.

      A particularly strong tremor almost sent Kell sprawling on his ass.

      Very rude.

      "Kell!"

      Ansel's voice rang out loud and clear over the rumbling stone and surprisingly close. When Kell looked up from watching his own feet tip over themselves, it was to meet Ansel's sunrise gaze full of worry and mild horror.

      "Kell, love, I know you are doing your hero thing, but we need to leave."

      "It's okay," Kell said, trying to sound reassuring. "Nea said we still had three minutes."

      "When did Nea say that?"

      "Ah … 'bout three minutes ago?"

      There was a crash below their feet, a bang and a boom and an ominous, sudden silence. Then that feeling like an elevator that hadn't quite started to move yet but was just about to.

      "I don't suppose you remember which way the exit was," Kell said. "Because I don— Woah!"

      Ansel didn't even let him finish speaking—a prudent decision—before grabbing Kell by the arms and waist and sweeping him into a bridal carry. The worry bracelet on his wrist kind of dug into Kell's shoulder blades, and he was holding Kell a bit tighter than maybe necessary, but otherwise it was surprisingly comfortable. Kell had never been carried like this before. It was … rather nice if somewhat unexpected. Before he could form the words to ask why, if not what, they were moving.

      Spreading all three sets of wings, Ansel leapt forward, not exactly flying so much as jumping really far and really fast in a mostly horizontal manner. His feet would touch down every few yards, although whether it was because Ansel needed the boost or the reassurance of the ground under his feet Kell didn't know and wasn't going to ask.

      Corridors sped by in a flash, stone and brick blurring together into one long, grey tunnel as they ran. Kell didn't notice much of where they were going or the details of how they got there. That's what other people were for.

      Kell was too busy marvelling at how fast, fluid, and effortlessly Ansel moved when he was in the air (even if Ansel absolutely refused to look down at the all of twelve inches between them and the ground).

      He was faster than Ashe or Dio. Possibly even faster than the two of them combined. Was that what Nea had meant by there being power in the number of wings? Kell had heard that before, but this was the first time he really thought he understood it.

      One day, Kell thought, gazing up at the underside of Ansel's face, I would really like to see you fly.

      In the beginning, Kell had thought that Fre was the one (and only) powerhouse of their little troupe. Now he wondered if he hadn't misjudged by quite a lot. Ansel spent so much effort defacing his own abilities that sometimes it was easy to forget what they were.

      Magical healing, magical fishing, magical barriers, and now magical taxicab.

      Kell fought down the urge to chuckle, hiding his face against Ansel's shoulder.

      I always wanted a boyfriend with a car. This will have to do, I guess.

      One second they were flying through a grey-black-grey hall; the next they had burst into the bright afternoon light. Kell blinked, blinded by the sudden change. Even Ansel faltered, steps shuddering, shaking, and then stopping altogether. Kell was about to ask what was wrong when Ansel collapsed, long legs folding delicately under him, arms cradling Kell as he descended to the ground.

      Kell immediately knew why.

      "It's the bridge, isn't it?"

      Ansel nodded, face buried in Kell's hair.

      "Umsowy," he said, voice muffled. He raised his head a little to continue. "I thought I could do something cool and heroic for you too, but, ah …"

      Kell could feel the way Ansel trembled against his back, and it had nothing to do with the increasing tremors from the castle. Kell tried to twist around to look at him but stopped when he smacked Ansel in the face with the back of his head.

      "You did," Kell said, changing his momentum forward instead, where there was less chance of smacking anyone. He rolled to his feet, grabbing Ansel by the arms and hauling his deceptively light frame up with him. "And it totally swept me off my feet."

      If Ansel's eyes hadn't been so tightly shut, they would have come dangerously close to rolling, even as a crimson-red blush engulfed his face.

      "Next time, don't think," Kell said as he took Ansel's hand and tugged him forward. "Just run."

      "Run—"

      Kell tugged Ansel forward to do just that, cutting off his next question. Cracks were already appearing in the bridge as the castle's foundation began to shift, pulling down and away from it. Kell had no idea what Nea had done, exactly, despite the fact that they had explained it three times. Something about delayed explosives and corrosive substances that would slowly destroy the integrity of the pillar holding everything up but leave the castle more or less intact.

      It had been a good plan, though in hindsight it had relied a bit too heavily on them not being in the castle anymore when it fell. And it had left way too much room for Kell to be unsupervised.

      A major flaw, that.

      Stones cracked and split under Kell's feet as he ran, his lungs burning and heart pumping. He didn't dare look back, eyes focused solely on the ledge of the cliff where the bridge ended.

      Ironically, he found himself thinking of the night he came to this world. He was always running back then, day and night, trying to escape. And yet here, literally running for his life to escape a falling death trap, he had never felt more free or fearless.

      Like nothing bad could happen here.

      He didn't know if that was the stars talking or his own lack of self-preservation, and he didn't care. It was easier to run than to think. It always had been.

      The end of the bridge was mere feet away when an awful crunch-crack broke the air. The bridge began to slide off the face of the cliff. Kell knew intellectually that was a bad thing. What he didn't know was why he couldn't stop smiling.

      With a barely muffled whoop he mustered up one last burst of speed, dashing over the falling stones and leaping the last three feet. He landed roughly on the ground, Ansel coming down on top of him in a tangle of limbs, wings, and apologies. They rolled away from the edge as the bridge collapsed behind them, crumbling to dust and mortar as its support broke away at both ends.

      The castle was falling in slow motion, pillar crushed beneath it.

      It was over.

      Kell started to laugh.

      "That—" he choked out. "That was—ha!—amazing!"

      "Kell?"

      There was worry in Ansel's voice, but only the normal amount. Kell rolled over, propping himself up on his side so he could look down at Ansel.

      "Did you see that?! We did the bridge thing. I thought that only happened in movies. Fuck. That was so fun. God, this was so much better than the plan."

      "Well, you never were good with plans."

      Kell fell into another fit of laughter, free, happy, and only a little hysterical. Ansel's smile was bright and clear, his eyes soft and peaceful for the first time in weeks. It was an expression that Kell would save the world for as many times and in as many ways as he had to.

      As nice as this was, he wasn't quite dumb enough to think that was the last of it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

          PEACE AT LAST (BUT YOU STILL OWE ME A MAGIC SWORD)

        

      

    

    
      Nea found them like that five minutes later and promptly kicked a rock at Kell's head.

      It missed, which was nice of them.

      Kell rolled over and pouted upside down at Nea. "What was that for?"

      "Did you forget something?" Nea answered his question with an even vaguer one.

      Kell shrugged. "Probably."

      Nea ignored him, turning their annoyed glare at Ansel. "And you. You're supposed to be the responsible one."

      "Hey," Kell protested. Ansel was the responsible one. Comparatively speaking, anyway.

      "O-oh, right." Ansel blanched, ears turning an embarrassed pink. "Ah, we were just about to go meet up with you?"

      "Fuck the goddess. He is rubbing off on you. Whatever. Just come tell Fre and your creepy ghost friend you're not both dead, and I'll let it go. For now."

      "You are ever a beacon of benevolence and mercy," Kell told them with the most obnoxiously fake smile he could muster.

      "And don't forget it."

      Nea stormed off in the direction of that one really big, distinct tree by the edge of the pit that Kell had only just remembered they'd all agreed to meet up at.

      … Oops.

      "We should probably …" Kell gestured in the direction Nea had gone but made no move to get up.

      "We should definitely," Ansel corrected, swinging himself to his feet in one fluid motion.

      Kell puffed out a sigh, rolling himself to his feet with far more effort and far less grace. But, hey. It was the end result that counted. Ansel reached out a hand to steady him with a none-too-subtle glance between Kell and the gaping chasm behind him.

      Kell would like to think he wasn't clumsy enough to fall down a hole that big, but he let Ansel manhandle him away from it anyway. There were some fates it wasn't worth tempting.

      It was a short and thankfully uneventful walk to the tree where they had planned to rendezvous. By the light of day, with the mist cleared and the shadows gone, the dead and twisted trees that had surrounded the Lick King's castle no longer looked menacing and cruel. Now they just looked sad and old, the remnants of something once beautiful that had long passed on. The little movement of small animals in the branches wasn't scary or even particularly aesthetic during the day. Now that Kell had the peace of mind to pay attention, their calls sounded more like a mix between a blue jay and a raccoon, not the piercing screams of the abyss.

      Not pleasant, per se, but hardly intimidating.

      Their agreed-upon meeting spot came into view. The large tree stood out amongst its smaller brethren like a gnarled giant presiding over ants, protected from the elements and erosion by an outcropping of rocks piled high on the side of the cliff. Its size must have rivaled even the trees in Moonwood when it was alive. Even dried out and half broken, it remained an impressive sight. The burn marks and gouges that littered its base only added to its solemn appearance. Whatever could have done that kind of damage was no small thing.

      Kell thought about the stars, the fire, and the things he only half understood before pushing those all to the back of his mind and allowing himself to believe they weren't important anymore.

      With Ansel's hand in his, he approached the others. Chó was the first to spot them. They were still tucked safely into the back of Fre's pack, their tousled head just barely sticking out over the assorted weapons and sundries Fre managed to accumulate wherever she went. With Fre turned the other way and Nea pointedly refusing to look back, Chó was the only one to notice Kell's approach.

      They wiggled further out of the pack, one hand reaching listlessly toward Kell. "You're back."

      Fre spun around. Chó swung out of view, falling a little further out of the pack with the motion. Their little noise of disappointment was lost under the larger sound of Fre.

      "You've returned!" Fre said with far more volume and enthusiasm than Chó.

      Before Kell could say anything—confirmation, greeting, poorly timed joke—he found himself swept up into an almost painfully tight hug. He wasn't the only victim of it either. Fre's reach was as long as her heart was wide, and her arms easily swept Ansel and Nea into her armored embrace.

      "The fuck is this?" Nea screeched, struggling against Fre's iron grip. They kneed Kell in the shins, but he was at least mostly certain it was on accident, so he forgave them.

      "This is victory, my friends!" Fre said, sounding like she actually meant it. She held them all tighter.

      Kell felt something snap. It was either his ribs or Nea's patience. Neither boded well for him.

      As usual, it was Ansel who saved them.

      "This cannot be a victory celebration if everyone is not included," Ansel squeaked out, voice sounding a bit compressed. He nodded over Fre's shoulder, where Chó was making a definite if rather passive effort to extricate themself from the confines of the pack.

      "Oh!" Fre dropped them all unceremoniously and whipped her pack off her back, dropping it on the ground between them. "My apologies, little one!"

      In Fre's haste, she forgot to sign as she spoke, but Chó seemed to understand the gist of her gesture anyway.

      "It's all right," Chó mumbled. Kell didn't realize it was possible to mumble in sign language, but hey. Learned something new everyday.

      Chó hung limply halfway out of the pack, seemingly content to stay that way now that they were no longer being ignored or excluded.

      Adorable as that was, Kell wasn't having it. He tugged them up and out of the bag, dislodging a spare axe handle and what appeared to be a mug fashioned from a human skull. Gross. Where on earth had Fre found that?

      … And was it weird that Kell kind of wanted one himself now? Oh, morality. Never his strong suit.

      Not that anything really was his strong suit. And yet here he was, against all odds, perhaps not winning but not losing either.

      Fre spread her arms again in preparation for another assault. Kell held Chó protectively close to his chest.

      "Victo—"

      "No." Nea interrupted Fre. "Nope. Not happening again."

      "But—"

      "No."

      "We—"

      "No."

      "The—"

      "No."

      "Not even a little?"

      Nea stomped their foot and gestured angrily at the empty space where the castle once had been. "What about that was even victory? Don't get me wrong, it was fun as fuck, but it's hardly a permanent victory."

      Fre wilted, looking between the pit and their group with a troubled frown.

      "Permanent victories always involve someone dying," Kell interjected. "I'm not saying this will last, just that it's better. Sometimes you can only pick one."

      "For what it is worth, I believe you chose the right course of action," Ansel said.

      "Your opinion is biased and will be disregarded as such," Nea told him. To Kell they said, "But, yeah, you're probably right, I guess."

      "So … victory?" Fre asked. She had yet to lower her arms.

      "Fine," Nea said grudgingly, crossing their arms and muttering under their breath. "Mungest victory I've ever been part of."

      "As far as I can tell, it is the only victory you have been part of, Muneathiel."

      "You keep your dulciloquent insults to yourself, wingboy."

      Fre, having listened patiently this whole time, seemed to have decided for herself that yes, victory. Her arms descended. They were all once again squeezed tight against Fre's rock-hard bosom.

      "Victory or not, we have triumphed here today! Let us celebrate our battles and our health in the finest of traditions!"

      "Goddess," Nea wheezed.

      Kell, cushioned on either side by Ansel's wings and Chó's ghostly aura, was actually quite comfortable this time. But with her arms occupied, Fre couldn't sign, and Chó couldn't understand what she was saying like this. Which was neither right nor fair, even if Fre meant no harm by it.

      "Celebration sounds awesome," Kell said, wiggling a bit to get Fre's attention. "Why don't you put us down and tell us more about these traditions?"

      "Cake," Chó mumbled. "Cake is for celebrating special things. I remember that."

      Kell managed to free a hand so he could pat them on the head. "Great suggestion. Cake is a definite go. What else?"

      "Booze," Nea added. "My lunaciel for a fucking drink."

      "I miss fresh vegetables," Ansel said, a dreamy quality to his voice.

      Fre gently released them from the hug. Her face was scrunched up in concentration. "I've … actually only heard about such traditions. I'm pretty sure alcohol is involved though."

      "Score," Nea said.

      "Cake," Chó repeated, quietly insistent.

      "And cake," Fre amended.

      "Neither of which will be easy to acquire in this environment," Ansel pointed out.

      "I don't think that's really the point," Kell said. "This is more of a theoretical celebration. You know, for our largely theoretical victory."

      "If there's no booze, what are we even celebrating?" Nea complained.

      "Triumphing over evil and reuniting safely after a battle well fought!" Fre answered.

      "Theoretically," Kell added on.

      "Which part of that is theoretical?" Ansel asked, a hint of strain to his voice. "The triumph or the safely?"

      "Triumph," Kell said, at the same time Nea answered, "Safely."

      Ansel muttered something that sounded a bit like Why did I even ask? Louder and accompanied by proper hand signs, he said, "Please tell me if any of you are actually hurt. My magic is … mildly impaired at the moment, so I am unable to sense injuries right now."

      "Doesn't that in itself count as an injury?" Kell asked, which was apparently the wrong answer. Ansel glared at him, inasmuch as Ansel could glare—it was more of a disgruntled frown. Kell did a quick mental check of himself, and other than whatever havoc the stars were wreaking on his nervous system, he felt perfectly fine by his own admittedly low standards.

      That didn't seem like the best answer to give.

      "I still can't feel my fingers?" Kell wasn't sure if it actually counted as an injury, since it technically didn't hurt.

      "You sure you have them all?" Nea asked, not even a little sarcastically.

      Kell paused and counted his fingers. Then he counted Nea's.

      "Were you always missing that one?"

      Nea shrugged. "Worth it."

      "But—"

      "I still have eight left, Kellie," Nea said, rolling their eyes. "Which is more than enough to slap you with if you need me to prove it's not a problem."

      Well, it was hard to argue with that logic.

      "Guess no one is injured, then," Kell told Ansel. He didn't bother to ask if Fre was okay. Fre was always okay, much to her genuine disappointment. And he didn't think Chó could get hurt as much as he might fuss over them. "Except maybe you. You sure you're alright?"

      "I … I am fine. I think I just overexerted myself. I have … never done anything like this before. None of this is how we were taught to use magic in the Spires."

      "None of this is what we were taught at all," Nea said, gesturing at the gaping pit beside them. "Yet here we are."

      "Here we are," Ansel murmured.

      "Yeah …" Kell said. "So. Now what?"

      "Now we find our next adventure!" Fre boomed, pumping her fist in the air. "The Lich King may have been vanquished, but there will always be a need for heroes!"

      "There was that quest maiden Claren asked us to complete for her," Ansel reminded them. "You remember, do you not?"

      "For argument's sake, let's just assume I don't."

      Ansel sighed. "Family heirloom. Ramshackle Caverns. Southern end of the continent. Over a month's journey to get there. Urgent request."

      Fre and Kell shared a look while Nea wrinkled their brow, confused.

      "Maybe a different adventure," Kell suggested. "A closer one."

      "Like getting back to civilization," Nea suggested.

      "Or clearing out the Lich King's keep," Fre added.

      "Not that," Kell said, folding his arms across his chest. The map in his pocket rustled, whispering promises of treasure he only half believed in.

      The stars did owe him a magic sword. But there was no way they'd make it that easy for him. That wasn't their style. They were still there in the back of his mind, humming with a low tension he couldn't shake. This wasn't over. He knew his plan wasn't permanent, but he'd hoped it might buy him some free time, some peace of mind for a while.

      Maybe even enough that this whole mess would become someone else's headache.

      Kell had a sinking feeling there still wasn't anyone else but him, and that despite everything he'd been through, his problems were only just beginning. The stars and the gods were only the start of it. The magic ran deeper and older than anything in this land, and it was hurting.

      It needed someone to fix it.

      It needed him.

      And he needed a goddamned break.

      "Why can't you just distill your own booze?" he asked Nea.

      "I mean, I can. If you don't mind the fifty-fifty odds of it exploding."

      "Those are the best survival odds I've had all month."

      "I'll also need some kind of root and fresh water and a lot more bottles."

      "Worstwort root grows in damp and shaded locations," Ansel provided.

      "Like the Children's Swamp?" Fre asked, sounded half confused and half hopeful.

      "There were bottles in the basement of the orphanage," Chó added.

      "Well, that settles it," Kell said, not bothering to question whether thousand-year-old bottles in a thousand-year-old basement would actually be of any use to them. "We have a goal, we have a list, we have a quest."

      "You can't give yourself a quest," Nea said.

      "Sure I can. I'm the chosen one. Now who wants to get wasted?!"

      "And/or violently blown up!" Nea added.

      "Hear hear!" Fre cheered.

      "Yay," Chó echoed, raising one hand limpidly in the air.

      Kell was mildly worried about that. Did they actually know what wasted meant, or did all elves just cheer at the prospect of a good explosion? Neither option was particularly settling or sounded particularly accurate.

      "By the dawn, why?" Ansel groaned, but not in a way that sounded like "no."

      As the argument inevitably broke out (Nea and Fre both had some surprisingly good reasons as to why, exactly), Kell looked to the stars. The stars looked back at him more expectantly than he would have liked. He was …

      … actually okay with that.

      After everything that had happened, well. Maybe destiny wasn't so bad after all. (Not so great either, but not the worst.) Maybe it just was, like the weather, the sky, and the way no one would ever agree what chance of accidental explosion was socially acceptable.

      Alright, Kell thought at the stars, trailing behind the others as their argument built enough steam to power a small generator. Bring on the next disaster. I may not be ready, prepared, or particularly well-suited to handle it. But I guess I'll give it a shot anyway.

      It was all the stars had ever asked of him, really.

      The stars tingled and trilled in the back of his mind, content in the moment, but Kell could feel an undercurrent of tension, a promise of something unfulfilled.

      He didn't know if it was destiny, responsibility, or just plain old trouble. In the end, it didn't matter. It would become his problem one way or another.

      He was the chosen one.

      (More or less.)

      It was up to him to save the world. Or at least Allune. He was still a little iffy on the geographical nature of what he was saving, exactly. Were there people outside of Allune carrying on perfectly normal lives, totally unaffected by the stars' shenanigans? Did they have their own quarrelling local gods? Their own chosen ones?

      Someday Kell would find out. After he fixed the magic.

      And got his sword.

      And spent the night in a real bed. Ugh.

      And …

      Ah, well. It was good to have goals, right?

      It's not like he had anywhere else to be. Not anymore. This, right here—caught between a now three-way argument on the proper method of alcohol distillation and storage—this was home. And he'd do anything to keep it that way.
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      Almost anything.
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      He'd certainly consider doing just about anything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BONUS STORY

          

          LITTLE ANGEL FAR FROM HOME

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Privilege is both the wings and the cage.

        —old Starwood saying

      

      

      

      Everything went wrong the day his third set of wings grew in.

      Ansel's two—first two—sets of wings had grown in early for his age, already prompting the Elders to discuss moving him up from his echelon. Ansel hadn't wanted that. He was smaller than his peers, and even having an enviable two sets of wings hadn't made him any taller or stronger. But when his third set unfurled, small and barely covered in down but unmistakable, there had been no more deterring the Elders.

      He was moved two echelons up to be with children nearly three times his age. It was an honor, he was told. A blessing from the Goddess and the Elders. He would be grateful when he was older for the opportunity to excel.

      Ansel didn't want to excel. He didn't want to move to a different nursery with strange attendants he didn't know and older kids who looked at him like he was an intruder.

      He just wanted to be liked. But Elder Henrel said that was vanity and bad, so Ansel kept quiet and went where he was told.

      It was because of this that he fell.
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      Later he would struggle to recall exactly what happened. A new echelon, a dismissive order to find his own way there, an unhelpful girl who gave confusing directions, an unexpected lack of fencing—

      —the terrifying rush of the ground to meet him, the wind stinging his eyes and stealing his screams, the crack of the branches as they broke beneath him—

      —a stranger's voice telling him to lie still, a song in the air calming his heart, a promise he didn't understand—

      —and Attendant Ekrel returning him home.
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      In the end, it didn't really matter how it happened, only that it did.
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      The dark registered before the pain. It was never truly dark in the Spires. Living so close beneath the Everstars was like living under an eternal sun, soothing at night and illuminating during the day.

      The Everstars looked so far away down here.

      That was Ansel's first coherent thought. The Everstars were so small and distant, their light so dim and faded, half hidden by the vaguely shadowed shapes that crowded his vision. It was so dark down here. Dark and cold and painful.

      Ansel began to cry. Or maybe he'd already been crying. Everything was fuzzy and wrong, and his vision swirled before his eyes like clouds on a windy day. He was swirling too. His body shook, violent tremors grating the delicate bones of his wings together. It hurt, and the pain made him shake harder.

      "Oh, little one," a voice above him whispered, infinitely sad and kind. "To be noticed by the stars is not a blessing any longer. Lately their favor only leads to sorrow."

      Ansel focused on the voice. The words barely registered, but the tone was soothing and light, a bright spot in his little world of misery. He tried to focus on the speaker, but he couldn't make his vision stay still long enough to make out their face. Ansel got the impression of bright colors, dark skin, and little else.

      Warm hands settled along his shoulders, holding him steady and easing some of the shaking. "Lie still now, little one. What is done is done, however it may have come to be."

      Ansel tried to do as the voice said, though his wings quivered and his hands shook.

      "Your people must be looking for you. They would not let a blessing such as you out of sight for too long. Celesians look out for their children, at least, if nothing else."

      A sigh, then silence for a moment. Ansel struggled a little, afraid the voice had left. He couldn't sit up or even form the words to ask.

      "Ah, now, none of that."

      They hadn't left. Ansel felt like crying again, though he wasn't quite sure why.

      "Don't make that face. I'll stay until your people come for you. I promise."

      Ansel settled down. The voice wasn't leaving. He wouldn't be alone. That was important, he knew. Being alone meant being unliked, and Ansel didn't want that no matter what Elder Henrel said.

      He could feel the speaker moving around above him next to his head, though he couldn't see what they were doing. Everything was still too swirly and out of focus to concentrate on much more than the fractured shapes of the sky and clouds above. Ansel could feel himself getting floatier and more distant the longer the silence drew on. He wasn't sure that was a good thing, but he couldn't find the words to ask.

      A few soft notes played on some sort of string instrument brought his attention back from where it had strayed.

      "Would you like me to play for you?" The words were accompanied by more notes, stronger and better strung together.

      Ansel wanted to nod. He thought he might have, with the way the world suddenly spun faster until he could barely see. A hand on his brow stopped him and brought the world back into a closer orbit. The hand stayed for a moment while his dizziness subsided, then retreated. Notes began to fill the air.

      

      Little angel far from home

      You flew too high, too fast

      Little angel barely grown

      This fall won't be your last

      

      For what they demand

      Is a price too high

      

      The notes wavered for a second. "I already used 'high,' didn't I? Oh, never mind. Where was I going … ah, right."

      

      Forever just a little shy

      Little angel of the land

      

      Oh little angel, heart so pure

      One day you'll understand

      Little angel with your little cures

      There's more to life …

      

      The voice paused, the notes growing sour for a moment before it continued. " … Than what they command." A sigh, distant and yet so close. "Needs work, but not bad for composing on the go. What do you think, little angel?"

      Ansel did not know what an angel was. He had never heard that word before. He had barely been following the song at all, the lyrics flowing in one ear and out the other while the tune carried him along, simple, sweet, and a little sad. He tried to think of something to say, which only made him feel dizzier.

      "Oh, never mind that, little one. It's nice just getting to sing something different for a change. You know, people only ever want to hear two kinds of songs: the ones about the chosen or the ones about nothing at all. I never get to debut new material. No one ever wants to listen to it!"

      The voice sounded like it was pouting. Ansel wasn't really following what it was saying, but the tone amused him.

      "Not that there's anything new to debut anyway. Ah, but that's not your problem, little one. Would you like to hear another song? Perhaps a lullaby would be more appropriate for you …"

      The voice began to sing again, slower and deeper. Ansel closed his eyes and let himself drift for a while. He didn't know how long. He only knew he wasn't alone. It would be okay. The world didn't seem as dark or painful anymore, now that he wasn't alone.

      One song drifted into another or perhaps a dozen. Ansel couldn't really tell them apart. Sometimes he couldn't even tell if they were being sung in Common at all. He only knew when they ended suddenly, the notes still echoing in the empty air.

      "It seems your people have found us. I must say, it took longer than I thought it would. Even the celesians are growing dull in this age of poisoned peace …" Another sigh, this one closer. A hand gently caressed Ansel's forehead before disappearing. "I will leave you now. I would rather not be asked questions even I cannot answer. But be brave little angel, and be warned. The stars have blessed you for a reason. No matter how you choose to walk your path, I fear it will not be easy. Should you find yourself in need again, come find me in the places where the starlight never dies. I will do my best for you."

      The voice faded, and Ansel began to panic. He hadn't registered most of what had been said other than the speaker was leaving him, and no one else was here yet to bring him home.

      The hand touched his brow again, gentle and soothing. "I almost forgot. You may call me Astariellean. I hope you'll remember me, little one. So few people do."

      With that, the voice was gone. Ansel struggled to sit up, opening his eyes to a kaleidoscope of sky and trees. A wave of dizziness sent him crashing back to the ground, panting and shaking.

      That was how the attendant found him.

      Ansel recalled little after that and even less of the incident itself besides the falling and the fear. Yet for all the pain the memory of that brought him, he would feel a little guilty when he thought about it later. As though he had forgotten something incredibly important.

      But Ansel was always forgetting important things. How to hold a note without it going off. How to prepare lignuts without the poison leaching out of the shell. How to cast without creating a backlash. How to heal without causing harm. How to hold a sword without twisting his wrist. How to use magic without chanting the whole invocation like a child.

      What was one more thing forgotten, one more thing he couldn't do right despite his opportunities, despite his three "blessed" wings?

      In the century that passed, he forgot all about the incident besides that it had happened.
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      Then he fell again.
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          THE HEALING POWER OF PLANTS AND FIRE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Privilege is both the wings and the cage.

        —old Starwood saying

      

      

      

      It was the height of summer, as it had been for as long as Muneathiel could remember, yet the fire blazed bright and cheerful in the corner of their study. The scent of black pine and merrywood drifted through the room, bitter and sweet. Throngs of tinspike leaves crowded the mantel and draped in flowing swags down the frame of the open door. The windows were decorated with blue and gold hockflowers and gunnyweed woven into intricate garlands.

      Muneathiel hated it.

      What was the point of celebrating a midsummer festival when summer never ended? It was a waste of munging time in their opinion.

      Not that anyone listened to their opinion. Or to them. Really listened.

      The only child of the sitting lunaviel, they were both too important to ignore and too young to be considered.

      Ugh. Muneathiel slammed their head down on their desk, startling a surprised squawk out of their tutor. Why hadn't their muni had more children? That would have taken soooo much pressure off of them!

      "L-lunariel! Your papers," Mundialle trilled, hands flitting ineffectively over the desk they were seated at. They had never dared touch Muneathiel directly, not once in the decade they'd spent as the castle tutor.

      It infuriated Muneathiel.

      (A lot of things infuriated Muneathiel.)

      "Stars blast the papers," Muneathiel grumbled into the desk.

      "Ah, yes," Mundialle said, because Mundialle wasn't allowed to disagree. "But please let us return to the lesson at hand."

      "Stars blast the lesson."

      Mundialle struggled for a good minute to come up with a response that neither disagreed with Muneathiel nor reinforced their bad habits.

      "We can … put aside this lesson for a bit and go over preparations for your role in the midsummer welcome night," Mundialle suggested.

      "Mung, that's worse. What were we doing again?"

      "Handwriting, lunariel."

      "Wait. No, that's worse."

      "We could switch to magical theory and application, if it pleases you."

      "Handwriting it is."

      "As you wish, lunariel," Mundialle said, placing a half-finished worksheet in front of them. "Please finish copying your letters."

      Muneathiel pulled a face. "Seriously? I know how to read and write. I'm twenty-three, for dawn's sake."

      "That may be so, lunariel, but no one else knows how to read your writing. Please continue to copy the correct letter forms."

      "Lunariel this, lunariel that! If being the lunariel is so important, why can't you just learn to read my writing?"

      "That is not how things are done, lunariel. If you would continue to—"

      "What if I don't?"

      "—copy the … what?"

      "What. If. I. Don't?"

      "Don't … what?"

      "This," Muneathiel said, waving their hand at the desk in general. "What if I don't any of this? What would happen? What would you do? What would anyone do?"

      "But that's … you can't just … you can't?"

      "But what if I did?"

      "That's … that's not done," Mundialle said, increasingly frustrated and confused. As if the concept of not doing something had simply never occurred to them.

      (To be fair, it probably hadn't. That only infuriated Muneathiel more.)

      "But what if I did?" Muneathiel repeated, growing agitated at the lack of answer. They slammed their chair back and began pacing the room. "What if I never learn how to write proper? What if I never learn how to channel what little magic even remains in this domain? What if I never master court manners? What happens? What would you do?"

      Muneathiel interrupted themself to snort. "Well, not you. But what would my muni do? What would anyone do if I … didn't?"

      Their pacing grew wider, taking them from the far side of the study to the fireplace and back. "What's the point of, of, of any of this? Nothing ever happens here. Nothing ever changes. There's no magic left to use, no one ever visits to practice court manners on, and no new laws are ever written. What's the point of all this? The Vale will hardly suffer for my lack of studies. The Vale wouldn't change at all. Nothing ever does. So what's the point?"

      "That is the point, lunariel," Mundialle said, in a voice sharper than they had ever used before. "Nothing is to change until the chosen wills it be."

      Muneathiel laughed bitterly. "The chosen? Those mungers fail by the day. When was the last time one even made it past Helmwatch?"

      "That is not for us to question," Mundialle said. "Nor to judge."

      "Ugh!" Muneathiel spun around, smashing their fist into the nearest wreath and grinding the delicate florals beneath their knuckles. Blue and gold petals bled together, torn apart under their assault. Green leaves crumbled and smeared into a sappy mess. Muneathiel was half disgusted, half fascinated by the way the flowers turned to paste under their hands. It smelled weird, just this side of toxic, and dangerous in a way they couldn't describe.

      "Lunariel!" Mundialle shouted from beside them. When had they gotten that close?

      "Lunariel, your hands, the mess … Ah, please, let me clean this up, and you can come back to your lesson. We'll … go over theoretical spellcrafting. You liked that, yes?"

      Did Muneathiel like theoretical spellcrafting?

      Would Mundialle listen if they said otherwise?

      And why was the flower pulp making their skin tingle, like acid but greener and alive? Alive and bursting with … something. It bubbled along Muneathiel's skin, painful in the way setting a broken bone was painful. There was something right about it. Something they could almost taste, as in that pungent last breath of a dying flower. Something almost … magical.

      "Lunariel!"

      Mundialle's hands fluttered over their shoulder, butterfly light and never touching. Muneathiel blinked. Looked up at them. Looked back down at their hands.

      There was nothing special about some crushed-up leaves and broken flowers. It was just a bunch of stupid plants. There was no more magic or potential in them than in Muneathiel.

      What had they been thinking just now?

      What had they been thinking at all?

      "Ugh. Fine, whatever. It's just a bunch of dumb leaves. Why are you making such a fuss about it?" Muneathiel said as they scraped up the mess between their hands. Residue stuck to their fingers, green and cloying, but they managed to get the majority of what had once been half a wreath into a neat little ball. Muneathiel rolled it stickily between their palms before tossing it into the fire. "It's not even worth—"

      "Wait, not in the—"

      SIZZLE

      SNAP

      BOOM

      The fireplace exploded. Flaming bits of wood rained down on the room followed by clouds of smoke and ash and powdered mortar. Muneathiel felt weightless and free for one brief but powerful moment before their back slammed into the far wall. A swag of tinspike leaves cushioned their head and kept it from cracking into the wall. Muneathiel had the funniest feeling it had done that on purpose.

      Mundialle hadn't been so lucky, landing in a crumpled heap by the door. Almost as if the explosion had been trying to push them out of the room.

      Or that had just been closest to where they were standing. Muneathiel wasn't sure about that, though they had failed both geometric studies and applicable physics, so who was to say?

      Blessed silence reigned in the study for a while, broken only by the soft tink-thud of little bits of fireplace losing their grip on life and falling to the floor. It was the most peaceful Muneathiel had ever found the room, and they were pretty sure parts of their hair was still on fire.

      "Goddess," they muttered. "What in the name of the Bone King's big toe was that? And can we do it again?"

      "Absolutely not," Mundialle managed from where they still lay prone by the door.

      "But why not? And why …" Muneathiel struggled for a moment to come up with the words to express themself, a sudden outpouring of genuine curiosity rendering them almost speechless. "Why? Why did it do that? What happened? Is it only hockflowers and gunnyweed that do this? Is it both or just one? Do they have to be mashed up? Is the fire important? Does the kind of wood in the fire matter? How long it's been burning? The size? The temperature? Will it happen again if I do the same thing? What if I only used one color hockflower? Does it matter how fresh the flowers are? Can I use—"

      "Stop!" Mundialle almost yelled, the first time Muneathiel had ever heard them raise their voice. They struggled upright, brushing off debris and straightening their robes. "No more questions. It's not … none of that is important. It is not magic; it's just something that happens. Moonwood doesn't concern itself with such trivialities. There is no need for you to learn about it. I will call someone to clean this up, and then we will continue your lessons with no more distractions."

      Even Muneathiel didn't fully understand what made them do what they did next. Anger, yes, and a deep-seated resentment toward being told what to do, but there was something more. Something green, thrumming, and just out of reach that Muneathiel couldn't hear, couldn't see but knew, knew was there. It wasn't like magic, that dead and dying thing their muni talked of in reverential whispers and sighs. It was different: bigger, wider, sharper, and living.

      And it was telling Muneathiel to burn.

      They grabbed the tinspike swag from behind their head, crushed it in their fist, and threw it on what remained of the fire. It didn't explode, exactly. It was hard to describe what it did, even with all the fancy words Muneathiel had been forced to learn. It … contracted, like the fire was taking a breath in, then wooshed out in a big ball of blazing that grazed the sides of the fireplace.

      "Oh stars yeah," Muneathiel breathed, watching the reaction in wonder and awe.

      "What are you doing?!" Mundialle shrieked.

      "See, that's exactly what I want to know," Muneathiel said. "And you're not being at all helpful. I've been told my whole life that we 'respect' and 'revere' nature, so why can't I learn about this and not stupid, useless, dying magic?"

      "How, how dare you?" Mundialle hissed. They were going red in the face, an odd look on their cinnamon-brown skin, and one Muneathiel had rarely seen. "You, you don't know what you're talking about."

      "Yeah, well, I'm starting to think you don't either."

      "I—"

      "You don't even know, do you? Why tinspike makes the fire woosh and hockflower makes it phwam. You … Do you even know anything useful?"

      "That is enough, lunariel." Mundialle stood to their full height, struggling to look intimidating. It didn't work, but Munethiel gave them points for effort. More effort than they usually made, anyway. "I am notifying the lunaviel of this. We will be having words."

      "Oh, words. How terrifying."

      "Stay here. And. Do. Not. Touch. Anything! Until I return. Do you understand?"

      Muneathiel hmphed in acknowledgement though not agreement. Mundialle could never tell the difference and left anyway, with one final "and don't move" shouted behind them. Muneathiel counted to fifty-seven (thirty steps down the corridor, three to turn the corner, twenty-four up the stairs toward the court until they were out of earshot) before getting up and rolling out the window. They landed with a soft thud and took off through the gardens, heading southeast toward the Deepwoods.

      Like mungits, they were sticking around and getting yelled at when there was a whole forest of plants out there waiting to be thrown into fires to see what would happen.

      So what if it was just something that happened? It happened! That was more than the magic and chosen combined ever did.

      Muneathiel had never felt the magic before—the real magic, the kind their muni talked about. In their life, they probably never would. It had grown weaker and duller with every passing year and every failed chosen, and, you know what? Muneathiel didn't care.

      Or maybe they didn't care about being told, over and over again, that they had to learn how to use magic even if they never could. Even if it was dying. Even if it was munging USELESS!

      Muneathiel kicked a tree in frustration, fists curled in suppressed rage.

      Okay, so maybe they cared. Just a little bit. But not in a good way.

      Muneathiel kicked the tree again for good measure. Then looked at it closer, frowning. This … was not a Deepwoods tree. This was not even a Vale tree.

      Oh.

      Oh, mung it.

      They were lost again, weren't they?

      Muneathiel thought about it for a moment, then mentally shrugged. They were still in a forest. There were still plenty of plants around to experiment on. They'd just … find their way back later. When they felt like it.

      This was a problem for later-Muneathiel to deal with. Current-Muneathiel was going to keep going down this path, and then maybe cross that river and look at those interesting bushes over there and find out if they blew up.

      As Muneathiel approached one of the bushes, fully intent on finding out what kind of plant it was by the tried and true method of putting it in their mouth and seeing what happened, they became aware that something was wrong. And not just lost-in-the-woods, possibly-on-the-human-side-of-the-river wrong. More we-are-not-alone wrong.

      They ducked under the bushes and peered out, senses telling them the source of the wrongness was coming from a little ways up ahead and to the left. Before Muneathiel could decide whether they really wanted to deal with this today, they heard something else. A voice, soft and light, floating through the trees without care for who might have heard it. Some kind of delicate instrumental accompanied it.

      Muneathiel drifted forward to listen despite themself.

      

      Fire blooms in the sky tonight

      Whisper soft and heartbreak bright

      Watch it calling, falling here

      Like rain and sun and hope and tears

      For the stars call the—

      

      "No," the singer muttered, music twanging to a stop. "Already used that. How about for the stars are the—"

      "What are you doing?" Muneathiel interrupted them to ask, stepping out into the clearing the singer occupied. They were an elf, Muneathiel was relieved to see. Not that Muneathiel cared what they were. Outsiders weren't welcome in the Vale, but humans weren't welcome even more.

      They might have been expected to do something about it if the stranger had been human, or worse. And Muneathiel very much cared about not doing things that were expected of them. Muneathiel had no plans to do anything about this stranger, other than bothering them.

      They were a Nightwood wanderer by the looks of it, though Muneathiel had only heard of them and never seen one before. But the singer's dark skin, light hair, slightly longer ears, and extravagantly colorful outfit matched the descriptions they'd read.

      The singer didn't even have the decency to startle. They plucked out a few despondent chords on their lute before turning toward Muneathiel.

      "Composing, of course. Though it's not quite working out."

      "Why?"

      The singer huffed. "It's harder than it sounds, you know."

      "No, I mean, why?"

      "Hmm? Oh, well, because if I don't, no one else will. There's no one else left who remembers how to listen."

      Muneathiel had once overheard one of the palace guards, Mungerniel, say that all the Nightwood wanderers were three trilling bluekeets short of a menagerie. They still didn't know what that meant, but they were inclined to agree with it anyway. Still, this weirdo was more entertaining than their tutor. Muneathiel inched closer.

      "Listen to what?"

      The singer inclined their head to the sky. "Yes, exactly."

      Muneathiel shook their head. "No, but why are you composing at all? There's already a ton of chosen-one songs, and they've been around for hundreds of years. Why bother?"

      "Hundreds …" The singer seemed almost startled by that. "Ah, no wonder I've grown tired of them."

      "What? It's not like you've been singing them that long."

      "Hmm."

      "And who are you?"

      "A wanderer of little importance. My name would mean nothing to you, so call me anything you like."

      Muneathiel eyed them over critically, from their overly casual outfit to their overly complicated updo. Nothing really stood out about them. Their eyes were a common green, the same color as mylir-leaf tea. Their face was nice, Muneathiel figured, but nothing special. Their clothes were of little interest besides being colorful and distracting. Of all the things the singer possessed, their instrument was clearly the best cared for.

      "Lute," Muneathiel decided. "I'll just call you Lute, then."

      "How original," the singer muttered.

      "What was that?"

      "Nothing." They sighed and waved a hand in front of their face. "Nothing at all … However, do please refer to me with masculine pronouns when reporting me to the palace guards."

      "What? Why?"

      "Because I asked. Is that not reason enough?"

      "I mean, I guess. You're weird, for an elf."

      "I am not the only one."

      "What's that supposed to mean?"

      Lute smiled and leaned forward. "Aren't you a bit far from your forest, little moon elf?"

      "Aren't you a bit far from yours?" Muneathiel shot back.

      Lute laughed. "Further than you think."

      "What's a Nightwood elf even doing this far west? And why are you out when it's not night?"

      "Why are you out when there is no moon, little moon elf?"

      "I have a name. And there is always a moon, whether or not you can see it."

      "Do you? You never said." Lute's grin was sharp but not unfriendly. "Hmm, I wonder if one can say the same about the night."

      "Oh … it's Muneathiel." Muneathiel crossed their arms, narrowing their eyes at Lute. "And no, one can't."

      Lute chuckled. "Ah, well. It might have made for an interesting lyric … But that doesn't matter. I never said I was a Nightwood elf, now did I?"

      "Then what are you?"

      "Hmm?" Lute had turned his attention back to the sky, a strange and distant look in his eyes. "Just a relic of a simpler time that's grown more complex with age."

      "Oh for—"

      "And a bard."

      "You know what? I don't even want to know. You're just as useless as everyone else in my life. Sit there and be mysterious for all I care. Just don't get in my way."

      Muneathiel spun around and headed back toward their interesting bush, just past the edge of the clearing. They could feel Lute's gaze on them as they went, following their retreat with easy curiosity. Whatever. So long as he didn't interfere.

      "What are you … doing?" Lute's voice started off light and lilting but ended on a flat note. His eyes tracked Muneathiel as they crossed the clearing, appraised the bush, and subsequently stuffed a handful of leaves in their mouth.

      Muneathiel turned around, frowning. "Science, probably."

      At least that's what they meant to say. It came out more like, "Shansh, pwububwy."

      There was a name for this kind of thing, Muneathiel knew. A name for more than just fumbling in the dark, hoping for a spark of understanding. But no one had ever taught them the words for the things they'd always wondered about. The way the leaves tasted acerb yet sweet on their tongue, tingling with an undercurrent of something bright and dangerous. The feeling of it was different than the hockflowers or the tinspike leaves but had that same spark of … of something.

      Like fire, but green.

      These would blow up. Muneathiel was sure.

      Muneathiel spit the half-chewed leaves back into their palm and then remembered they weren't alone in the clearing.

      Lute seemed unbothered by their behavior. "Fascinating," he murmured. "I don't suppose you've ever heard of the old magic?"

      "Not interested."

      "Hmm." If Lute was bothered by their brusque answer, he didn't show it. "Perhaps you could explain your science to me?"

      Muneathiel paused. No one had ever been interested in what they were doing except to tell them to stop. Lute didn't seem like he wanted to stop them.

      (He didn't seem like he wanted to help them either, but that was more forgivable.)

      "I … guess. But I don't really know what I'm doing."

      "Then why are you doing it?"

      "Because I want to know!"

      "Fascinating," Lute repeated, then laughed. "One way or another, the old magic always returns."

      "I don't know what you're talking about."

      "No." Lute almost looked sad. "You wouldn't. No one does anymore."

      Muneathiel wasn't listening. They'd turned their attention back to their project, grabbing another handful of leaves to add to the mush in their hands. With their focus almost entirely on the way the leaves smelled (like tinspike but without the acridity) and felt against their skin (biting but softer than hockflowers), Muneathiel was mostly ignoring Lute. He didn't seem to be saying anything interesting anyway.

      "I wonder if all the old ways will return?" Lute murmured, more to himself than Muneathiel. But there was something about his tone of voice, wistful and half filled with longing, half with despair, that made Muneathiel look at him again.

      They almost wanted to comfort him, but that wasn't something they did.

      "Why are you even still here?"

      Lute smiled at that, a crooked and odd little smile full of secrets. "Perhaps I was sent to guide you."

      "I don't need your guidance."

      Lute watched them in silence for a while. Muneathiel rolled the leaves in their hands together a few times before stripping some bark off the bush and tasting it. The bark had a sourness the leaves were missing, something acid that both the tinspike and hockflowers had shared. Muneathiel added it to their mixture, grinding it all together between their palms.

      Lute sighed.

      "No, I suppose you don't."

      Muneathiel felt bad(-ish) for him. It wasn't a feeling they were used to. "I'm sure there are others who could use your guidance."

      (They actually severely doubted it, but it sounded like the correct, diplomatic thing to say. Their muni would be so proud!)

      Lute looked off into the distance. Muneathiel was almost certain he was looking toward the human settlements, which seemed odd. But their sense of direction was maybe just a little bit bad. Maybe.

      Which direction had they come from, again?

      "I wonder …" Lute said. "I had all but given up on them."

      Muneathiel had been surreptitiously trying to gauge the direction of the sun by the moss that grew on the trees but couldn't remember which side was supposed to be east. "What?"

      "Ah, nothing important." Lute's face shifted, all traces of melancholy vanishing behind a shadowed smile. "Are you sure you do not require any guidance? I am quite knowledgeable in many areas."

      Muneathiel rolled their eyes, not even looking up from their congealing leaf mush. "All you keep talking about is magic anyway. What can you teach me?"

      "Hmm. I could teach you how to distill pure alcohol from dawnroot."

      "Wha— why would I need to know that?"

      Lute winked. "It is highly explosive."

      "That's … ugh. Whatever. I guess it's not magic at least."

      "That's the thing about magic. There never has and never will be only one right way to do it. Anyone who says otherwise is hiding something."

      "Are you implying that alcohol is magic?"

      Lute shrugged. "Is magic not the transformation of one thing into another? The power to take one thing and make it into something greater than itself?"

      "No, that's alchemy." Hah! That was the word for what they were doing! Muneathiel remembered it now. "Which you don't actually seem to know any useful information about."

      "What is alchemy but magic reawakened?"

      Muneathiel sighed, losing both patience and interest. "What?"

      "Oh, nothing. Nothing at all, really." Lute got up in one smooth movement, tucking his instrument behind his back and pulling something else out in its place. It was some sort of small glass object that sparkled in the light. Muneathiel's interest was immediately back on, especially when Lute geared up to chuck it at them.

      "Here," he said, a smile on his face as he threw the glass blob at them. "Try this."

      Muneathiel caught it with their free, un-leafed hand, but only just. It was a bottle.

      Okay?

      Some (or all) of their confusion must have shown on their face, because Lute laughed. "For your experiments. Add some sparkmoss. See what happens. Trust me on this. It'll be fun."

      "Yeah, fine. Whatever." Muneathiel tucked the bottle in their pocket. "Maybe later."

      (Definitely later, but they weren't going to tell him that.)

      Lute seemed to know anyway. The munger.

      "I'll leave you to it, then. Don't stay out too late now, little one."

      Little one?! Sure, Muneathiel was young, but Lute didn't look much older than … than … well, Muneathiel wasn't really sure, to be honest, but he couldn't be that old.

      Lute turned to leave, heading back toward what Muneathiel was seventy-percent sure was the direction of the human settlements and very definitely not the direction of the Nightwood Depths.

      "Hey, wait!"

      Lute paused, head tilted over his shoulder.

      Muneathiel almost hesitated, but, hey, if Lute was going to act like some ancient know-it-all, then they'd be happy to treat him like one.

      "Have you ever seen the seasons change for real?"

      Lute half turned around. "Change?"

      "You know, like … autumn, red leaves, different things growing than the ones we've always had, that sort of thing. Does it … actually happen? No one ever answers me when I ask at the palace."

      "Oh." Lute looked sad for some reason. "I … yes. I have seen it. Quite a few times. It's wonderful. I hope one day, you'll get to see it too."

      "Thanks, I guess. I, uh, hope you find someone who thinks you're useful or whatever it is you want from life."

      "I only want what we all want."

      Muneathiel snorted. "And what's that?"

      Lute paused, a considering look passing across his face. It was broken shortly by a laugh. "To see the seasons change again."

      "You're a weird one."

      "So are you." Lute turned to face them fully, all enigmatic smiles and crescent eyes. "And one day, you may do great things with that weirdness if only you can stay out of the way of fate. May life be kinder to you than it has a right to be, little one. Don't stay out too late."

      Lute craned his neck backward, looking at the bright, star-filled sky. "It's already gotten so dark."

      Muneathiel looked up. The midafternoon sun blazed high in the sky, making their already poor vision even worse. Blinking spots out of their eyes, they looked back at Lute. "No, it hasn't …"

      Lute was gone.

      " … what a weirdo."

      Muneathiel briefly (very briefly) entertained the idea of going after him, but, one, they didn't know where he'd gone. And two, why should they?

      They'd gotten all the useful(?) information they could out of him and wasted a good amount of time doing it. Better not to waste any more thinking about it. Not if they wanted to blow something up before it actually started getting dark and they had to head back.
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      (They really needn't have worried.)
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      Lute's suggestion of adding sparkmoss proved to be the best and possibly only good thing he'd said. Muneathiel made their first solid and repeatable alchemical reaction that evening. There was a section of forest just on the border between the Vale and the human woods that would never be the same again.

      Neither would Muneathiel's eyebrows, but all great discoveries came at a cost.

      (Their hearing was a little iffy as well, but Muneathiel was pretty sure that was temporary. And besides, it was worth it for the way their other senses felt so alive.)

      They got in trouble that night for missing a curfew they didn't even know they had and subsequently refused to acknowledge.

      Mundialle tried their best with them, and their muni did too, but the threat of lessons had lost all power over Muneathiel now that they'd found the one thing they actually liked.

      The thrill of pure power that came from nothing more than nature and their own discoveries was greater than any dusty old lecture on dead magic or dying values, and even Mundialle knew it. They still tried to do right by the lunaviel, but their efforts grew weaker by the day until they all but gave up and let Muneathiel do whatever they pleased.

      It was better for everyone that way.

      And sometimes, when Muneathiel's alchemical theories worked out perfectly and they were in a good mood, they wondered if Lute had ever found what he was looking for too. But as the years went by and the seasons crawled haltingly on, they thought of him less and less, and eventually not at all. It wasn't like it mattered. Nothing ever changed, not for real, and no amount of potions or songs could fix the world.

      Better not to think about it too much. Better not to get involved. Better not to care.

      Muneathiel was very good at not caring.

      Until one day, they weren't.
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    CHAPTER 2

    
      1 Celesians come of age at one hundred. Ansel is simultaneously older and younger than Kell. He doesn't like to bring it up. It makes him feel weird.

      

    

    CHAPTER 7

    
      1 Incorrect. There is, in fact, no right weapon for fighting frogs. Please do not attack frogs. They are good bleps.

      

    

    CHAPTER 19

    
      1 Any time before seven AM is still night, technically.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GLOSSARY

          

          IMPORTANT STUFF

        

      

    

    
      (Duke) Alastor. Who knows; who cares?

      Allune. A world of wonder, magic, and normalized kidnapping.

      bidelight. Kell should really ask someone what this means.

      Bone King. He kings over your bones, which is apparently a good thing. Also known as the Lick King, Dusk God, or Dliache, depending on regional preference and level of spice.

      Bone Lands. A place for all the little dead and dying things to rest, more or less in peace.

      celesians. Basically angels. (Or are they?)

      The Children's Swamp. A swamp of horrors and/or children. Filled with the things you fear, to make you run, and the things you love, to make you stay.

      The Chosen One. It's like winning the lottery but instead of getting money, you get responsibilities and a lot of people who won't leave you alone. Yay!

      daeyons. Basically assholes. (Or are they?)

      Dawn Goddess. One of two local deities in charge of maintaining the balance of magic in Allune. Terrible at her job.

      Dliache. Who even knows at this point? Pronounced however you feel.

      Dusk God. The other local deity in charge of maintaining the balance of magic in Allune. Also terrible at his job.

      dwarves. May or may not exist.

      The Elders. A group of celesians who are very much not angels; also very old.

      elves. Actually, they're just elves. They come in different flavors, including forest ranger, theater goth, and tragic.

      The Eternal Sea. Technically an ocean. Also, not eternal.

      The Everstars. Stars that shine all night and day. Both the source of magic in Allune and the means by which it leaks into other worlds. Definitely sentient, questionably intelligent.

      fel'wrecken. Angry rock people allegedly created by the daeyons. Possibly connected to the starfall. Their name means "first mistake."

      f'orlk. What jerks call half-orlks like Fre. Sounds a bit like saying "fork" around a mouthful of overly aggressive marbles.

      g'ald. Ask a friend to strangle you and then try to say "gold" and maybe you'll pronounce it right. The local monetary system.

      Ghost Queen. Another name for Squash.

      H'rad-on-Way. A real straight-up kind of town. Fre's home (former).

      The Lands Beyond Allune. Equal parts self-explanatory and uninformative. Rumored to have both less magic and problems than Allune itself.

      Lick King. Also known as the Lich King. The most evil evil to ever evil, according to some (citation needed).

      The Lick King's Palace. Different from the Lick King's Keep, apparently.

      The Lick King's Keep. Not the Lick King's Palace, supposedly.

      Lunariel (Lunaviel?). Some kind of elven royalty. Specifics unknown and largely unimportant.

      Moonwood Vale. Where the more uppity and less fun elves live. Nea's home (former).

      munghead. The meaning is unclear; the intent is not.

      muni. An elven term of endearment and/or familial relation. Does not denote any particular relationship.

      orlks. The sound your cat makes when it has a hairball. The only one of Allune's fantasy races with a penchant for pun-based armor.

      The Orlklands. Lands where the orlks live, whether or not other people agree with that.

      Squash (Skuache). A local delicacy and/or deity. Another name for the Dawn Goddess. Also known as the Spirit Queen or the Ghost Queen.

      The Spires. Cloud-based living at its finest. Ansel's home (former).

      Spirit Queen. The same as the Ghost Queen, but less Halloweeny.

      starfall. Something that happened one thousand years ago which may or may not have changed the world. Most likely the root of all Kell's problems.

      Starwood Elves. Probably not important, because they're all dead …

      swamp children. Haunted inhabitants of the Children's Swamp. They could be ghosts, they could be daeyons, or they could just be fucking children.

      The Tower of ??? Does it have a name? Probably. Did someone mention it? Definitely. Did anyone learn it? No.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THANK YOU READERS!

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for purchasing Evelyn's So What If I'm The Chosen One?. We hope you enjoyed it. Please consider leaving a review where you purchased this ebook and/or on Goodreads. Reviews and word-of-mouth recommendations are vital to independent publishers.

      

      Want some more fantasy stories from Mischief Corner Books? Check out Evelyn's award-winning debut novella, Something to Celebrate. Or you may want to explore Angel Martinez's serious side with her humor scifantasy Brimstone series.

      

      We love hearing from our readers. You can email us at mischiefcornerbooks@gmail.com. To read excerpts from all our titles, visit our website: http://www.mischiefcornerbooks.com.

      

      Sincerely,

      Mischief Corner Books

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            YOU MAY ALSO ENJOY…
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            ABOUT EVELYN BENVIE

          

        

      

    

    
      Evelyn Benvie is the wooly jumper in a family of black sheep. Both a cynic and a romantic at heart, she writes diverse poetry and queer-positive spec-fiction with strong characters, quirky romances, and (almost always) happy endings.

      

      Sometimes she'll try to be funny, to varying results.

      

      
        
        Website:

        https://www.evelynbenvie.com/
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            ALSO BY EVELYN BENVIE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Available from Mischief Corner Books:

      

        

      
        Something to Celebrate

      

        

      
        NOT YOUR CHOSEN

        I Am Not Your Chosen One

        So What If I Am Your Chosen One?

        It's Hard Work Being a Chosen One (TBA)
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            ABOUT MISCHIEF CORNER BOOKS

          

        

      

    

    
      Mischief Corner Books is an organization of superheroes… no, it's a platinum-album techno-fusion group… no, hold on a sec here…

      

      Ah yes. Mischief Corner is a small press publisher offering queer romance and fiction for readers, intent on making some mayhem with our books. Diversity and positive representation for all members of the queer community is important to us, and MCB works to make those voices heard because those who travel the off the beaten path are a gift and their stories make the world a more interesting place.

      

      In addition to making mayhem, we live to break molds. MCB. Giving voice to LGBTQ fiction.

      
        
        Website:

        http://www.mischiefcornerbooks.com
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